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INTRODUCTION 
Modern American library history has received only sporadic 
attention as a subject for investigation. Though we have now accu-
mulated an adequate supply of source materials to draw upon in the 
form of annual reports, service studies, biographical accounts, and 
chronicles of individual libraries, no one has yet fashioned out of 
these materials a critical history of American librarianship. To 
paraphrase Leo LaMontagne, we have salvaged remnants from the past, 
but we have yet to convert them into history.1 
The lack has cost the profession dearly. Even a casual sur-
vey of the literature of librarianship reveals the shocking degree 
of duplication and naivete''that stem from an insufficient awareness 
of previous efforts. 
There is clearly room and need for a series of evaluative 
studies of the development of American library services which could 
eventually be put together to form the desired definitive history of 
American librarianship. The present dissertation is intended as a 
contribution toward that end. It undertakes to furnish the histor-
ical background for one of the continuing problems of American 
librarianship — the provision of reference services in research 
libraries. 
Definitions 
Reference services in research libraries exist for, and are 
conditioned by, the needs and purposes of research. The task of 
definition must accordingly begin with the examination of the mean-
ing of "research." 
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As a "popular" word, "research" has l e n t i t s e l f to a wide 
! 
'variety of usage. "Research" backs up the glittering claims of 
i 
cosmetics advertisements, and students complacently label their ex-
ercises as "research papers." As if by way of rebuttal to popular 
usage, within the academic field proper there has been a recent tend-
ency, mainly on the part of workers in the natural sciences, to 
identify "research" with the experimental method. Neither usage is 
acceptable here. While it is manifestly inappropriate to dignify as 
"research" every casual attempt at investigation, it is also a mis-
conception of the scientific method to refuse to admit under the 
rubric of research serious inquiries that rely on methods other than 
those pre-eminently useful in the natural sciences. As Shryock 
points out, "the continued attempt to define "research" jor "science" 
in terms of a particular method or result is confusing, since histor-
ically the methods and results have changed in any given field with-
out changing what is more essential — the objective."^ 
There yet remains room for a logically defensible interme-
diate ground between these poles, as is evidenced in the position 
i 
adopted by such competent judges as Frederic Ogg and the National 
Resources Committee. Thus Ogg, writing from the point of view of 
the humanists and social scientists, has defined research as 
any investigative effort -- in library, laboratory, field or 
shop — which has for its object an increase of the sum total 
of human knowledge, either by additions to the stock of actual 
present knowledge or by the discovery of new bases of knowledge 
... Research may or may not come to success; it may or may not 
add anything to what is already known. It is sufficient that 
its objective be new knowledge, or at least a new mode or 
orientation of knowledge.3 
The National Resources Committee was at some pains to distin-
guish serious investigations from routine testing operations. Its 
definition reflects the Committee's orientation toward the sciences, 
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but otherwise displays the requisite amplitude. 
"Research" has been defined to comprise investigations in both 
[ the natural and social sciences, and their applications, includ-
ing the collection, compilation and analysis of statistical, 
mapping and other data that will probably result in new knowl-
edge of wider usefulness than aid in one administrative decision 
applying to a single case.4 
From these definitions, combining breadth of view and preci-
1 
sion, the distinguishing features of research are seen to lie in the 
facts that it rests upon a serious, careful inquiry, and that its 
object is the extension or revision of knowledge. These two crite-
ria accordingly form the basis of the writer's own definition, which 
reduces research to these essentials: Research is a critical and 
exhaustive inquiry directed toward the extension or modification of 
knowledge. 
The research library is, as the name suggests, an agency 
designed to be of service in research. In its simplest and purest 
form it might be plausibly defined, as in the words of Conyers Read, 
to be "an institution designed to assist those engaged in extending 
the boundaries of knowledge;'"° 
The realities of the situation demand, however, some mod-
ification of Read's definition. As actually constituted, research 
libraries are complex institutions serving a variety of purposes. 
The university library looks to the needs of undergraduates as well 
as to those of the faculty. The large public library is legit-
imately as concerned with the promotion of recreational reading as 
with its service to scholarship. On the other hand, no library, 
even the.meanest, is wholly remote from research, for the vagaries 
of scholarship may lead the researcher to find assistance in the 
most unlikely sources. A more precise definition of the research 
library would therefore describe it as a library which assumes as 
i ' 4 
one of its primary functions the supply of materials and assistance 
to persons making critical and exhaustive investigations with the 
aim of extending knowledge. 
i 
This definition eliminates from consideration in the present 
study school libraries, all but a handful of college and public 
libraries, and many university libraries whose collections are so 
meager as to make their service to research only casual and intermit-
tent. The libraries admissible to the category of research library 
under the above definition would include the larger university 
i 
libraries, the libraries of historical and learned societies, special 
libraries serving research workers in government and in industry, 
and a small number of outstanding public and state libraries. 
Without attempting here an elaborate classification of the 
various types of research library,®we may usefully distinguish two 
main categories — the special library devoted to the intensive 
cultivation of a small area of knowledge and closely limited to the 
service of a specified group of research workers, and the general 
research library, which undertakes coverage of a wide range of 
knowledge. The general research library — the Library of Congress, 
the New York Public Library and the University of Illinois Library 
are representative examples — usually serves a variety of func-
tions, and its clientele is likely to be heterogeneous. Both 
factors affect its service to research. 
Reference work, like research, is an intangible, a process 
which is susceptible to, and has been the subject of, a variety of 
definitions. The earliest came from William B. Child. Speaking 
before the New York Library Club in 1891, he said: "By reference 
work is meant simply the assistance given by a librarian to readers 
Ha.,., i ~, ii —,___, i ' 
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in acquainting them with the intricacies of the catalogue, in answer-
ing questions, and, in short, doing anything and everything in his 
power to facilitate access to the resources of the library in his 
charge."^ 
Alice Kroeger's Guide to the Study and Use of Reference 
Books declared reference work to be "that branch of administration 
which deals with the assistance given to readers in their use of the 
resources of the library."° 
For William Warner Bishop, writing in 1915, reference work 
was "the service rendered by a librarian in aid of some sort of 
study. It is not the study itself — that is done by the reader.... 
The help given to a reader engaged in research of any sort is what 
it 9 
we mean by reference work." 
Wyer's textbook on Reference Work (1930) simplified the 
def ini t ion to "sympathetic and informed personal aid in in terpret ing 
l ib ra ry collections for study'and research."-^However, Margaret 
Hutchins, in her Introduction to Reference Work, found Wyer's s t a t e -
ment inadequate and expanded her own def in i t ion to include not only 
"the d i rec t , personal aid within a l ibrary to persons i n search of 
information for whatever purpose," but also "various l ib ra ry ac t iv-
i t i e s especially aimed at making information as easi ly available as 
poss ib le . " 1 1 
A recent def in i t ion i s that supplied by Lucy Edwards: 
"Reference work i s not only, as the phrase suggests, the1 use of 
books on the premises; as against borrowing them for home reading, 
but an individual and a personal service to each reader, to enable 
him to obtain the information he requires with the greatest ease, 
and the leas t possible de lay . " 1 2 
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Through these statements, culled from sixty years of library 
literature, there runs a common thread in the general agreement that 
the essential feature of reference work is the personal assistance 
given by the librarian to individual readers in pursuit of informa-
tion. It is significant also that these definitions do not say any-
thing about reference books or reference rooms, the implication 
being that these do not constitute integral components in the process 
of reference work but rather only equipment for its performance. 
In defining reference service, however, it is necessary to 
go beyond these definitions of reference work. For reference service 
implies not only the personal assistance given by librarians to 
individual readers in pursuit of information but also a definite 
recognition on the part of the library of its responsibility to do 
so, and a specific organization for that purpose. 
The criteria by which reference service is distinguished in 
the present study may then be summarized as follows: 
(1) the provision by librarians of personal assistance to 
individual readers in pursuit of information. 
(2) the recognition by the library that such assistance is 
an indispensable means of fulfilling the duties of the library as an 
educational, institution, and the assumption of a definite respon-
sibility to provide it. 
(3) the existence of a specific administrative unit to 
furnish such assistance, comprised of personnel specially equipped 
in the techniques of reference work. 
sssii 
Scope 
This study i s limited to research l ib ra r ies in the United 
States and deals almost ent i rely with the developments of the period 
1875-1940. The beginning date has been selected on the basis of the 
wr i te r ' s ear l ier study, which has shown that , apart from a few 
inconsequential antecedents, the very notion of reference service 
I*? 
goes back no further than 1875. °The terminal date, 1940, has been 
selected on purely pragmatic grounds as being the latest date for 
which reasonably complete documentary evidence is already at hand. 
However, a few of the more obvious developments of the last dozen 
years are examined briefly in the last chapter in order to bring 
the story up to date. 
The activities studied are those comprised in the term 
"reference service," which, as the preceding section has shown, is 
taken to mean the organized provision by libraries of personal 
assistance to individual readers in pursuit of information. For 
most libraries, since 1900 at least, this function has been del-
egated to a specifically titled "reference department." It should 
be made clear, however, that the study of reference service cannot 
be limited to the study of the activities of reference departments. 
Reference departments may engage in a number of activities, such as 
maintaining records of government publications, which cannot be 
construed as "personal assistance." On the other hand, some forms 
of personal assistance, such as the provision of inter-library 
loans, may not be a reference department responsibility. We cannot 
therefore merely equate reference service with reference department 
activities. 
Two other questions arise in connection with the scope of HJiriuwi-wi 
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the present study. Research libraries customarily offer assistance 
to readers through a number of channels, notably through the catalog, 
shelf-list, and classification of books on the shelves. These are 
important media of assistance and constitute perhaps the most useful 
tools for reference service. However, like reference books and 
reference rooms, these are not integral elements in the process of 
reference work. As equipment of the reference worker, they in-
fluence the performance of reference work but they are not part of 
it. Accordingly, they do not form part of this study. 
The last question concerns the clientele served. The main 
object of the dissertation is to describe the growth and development 
of reference services to research workers. The special research 
library, as previously indicated, limits its services almost 
exclusively to research workers and thus offers no particular 
difficulty. The general research library serves various types of 
users and does not always organize its services by type of reader. 
In such cases the approach selected has been to concentrate on the 
reference services to research but not to ignore the services to 
other'types of readers with which these are intermingled. 
Sources 
As a historical study, the present inquiry is primarily 
dependent upon documentary evidence. The main source has been the 
published reports of-the institutions and of their libraries. 
• Unfortunately, reference services by their very nature are not 
easily described, and as a result many of the reports offer only 
scanty data on reference activities. A further difficulty has been 
that practically none of the industrial research libraries issue 
reports; for these institutions the main source of primary materials 
9 
has been the descriptions of their operations that have appeared in 
such journals as Special Libraries. 
Other published primary materials which have been utilized 
for this study have been the records of conferences and reports of 
surveys. These have been supplemented where possible by unpublished 
data derived from manuscript reports of reference departments, and 
from interviews with library directors and reference workers. 
Secondary materials have included the numerous articles that 
have appeared in the various library journals, and the histories of 
individual research libraries, such as those available for the 
Library of Congress, the New York Public Library, and the University 
of Chicago Library. 
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CHAPTER I 
THE CONTEXT FOR REFERENCE SERVICE: THE RISE OF RESEARCH 
AND RESEARCH LIBRARIES, 1850-1900 
American Scholarship at the Mid-Century 
Arthur Bestor has called the changes that took place in the 
organization of American intellectual life in the latter half of 
the nineteenth century a "fundamental transformation" and an 
"intellectual revolution."1 At the mid-century these changes were 
hardly yet apparent. The universities remained still faithful to 
the traditional prescribed curriculum of liberal arts and religion 
inherited from the colonial era and to the stultifying textbook-cum-
o 
recitation method of instruction. 
The study of natural science, which promised a more liberal 
approach to scholarly investigation, had not yet been able to make 
its influence felt in the university. Under pressure to bring 
under their aegis the growing body of scientific knowledge, the 
universities had finally permitted the sciences entry but only 
through the back door. Unwilling to accord to the newer disciplines 
the prestige of a full-fledged partnership with the traditional 
subjects, the colleges adopted the expedient of admitting the 
natural sciences as separate "schools." The Lawrence Scientific 
School (established in 1842) and the Sheffield Scientific School 
(founded in 1847), attached to Harvard and Yale respectively, had 
only the minimal and most grudgingly accorded connection with their 
parent institutions.3 
Under these discouraging circumstances natural science 
13 
studies could not aspire to high levels of scholarship. Where 
instruction was offered it was elementary in character; graduate work 
and laboratories were still all but unknown.^ 
If the university environment of~the-mid-century proved bleak 
for the nurture of scholarship, the non-academic world offered 
equally meager sustenance. Though the general scientific societies 
inherited from the eighteenth century continued to maintain their 
existence, their activities demonstrated little more than a continued 
Interest in the promotion of learning in the polite tradition of the 
Enli ght enment. 
The historical societies were more numerous and active; 
5 
Dunlap has listed sixty-five founded before 1860. However, as 
Dunlap points out, the motives for the establishment of the histor-
ical societies were by no means all related to the cultivation of 
scholarly interests. Patriotism, civic and state pride, respect for 
ancestors, the self-interest of founders, and the desire to emulate 
the example of societies already in existence all played their part. 
An undiscriminating zeal for collection diverted many societies into 
the profitless piling up of relics, minerals, natural history spec-
imens and curiosities of dubious value. Even where the attention 
remained firmly centered on the authentic materials of historical 
scholarship, few societies were able to advance from the collection 
of materials to the active exploitation of them in publications of 
Q 
significance.0 
The federal government could offer little more in the way of 
encouragement for the organization of research. Though the censuses 
and such scientific bureaus as the Coast and Geodetic Survey had made 
a beginning in the collection of scientific data, attention and 
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support remained limited to the severely practical, with little 
regard for the long-range utility of basic research. A more signif-
icant venture was the establishment of the Smithsonian Institution 
in 1846, but this indeed was something of a lucky stroke, prompted 
by the unexpected bequest of the Englishman, James Smithson. It was 
hardly a conclusive demonstration of any national interest in sci-
entific investigation. 
From this review of American scholarship at the mid-century 
there emerge two central and related facts. The first is that 
research activity — the extension of knowledge by scholarly Inquiry 
— was Insignificant in quantity and character, and the ideal of 
research all but unknown. The second Is that the structure of 
American intellectual life did not yet provide organized arrange-
ments for the promotion, training, and support of scholarship. What 
scholarship existed at the mid-century was the scholarship of the 
gifted amateur. Bestor points out that in the field of history, for 
example, the most prominent writers, such as Prescott, Bancroft, 
Motley, and Parkman, had practically no Institutional connections.9 
Their training was the product of independent reading and study 
abroad. While engaged in scholarly investigations they supported 
themselves out of private funds. They themselves gathered the bulk 
of the materials needed or paid for the trips necessary to consult 
them. The mid-century scholar functioned largely in independence 
from his colleagues, doing for himself the spadework which his 
chosen theme required. And when he published his results, these 
• 
made their appearance through the channels of the regular commercial 
publication agencies, unassisted by special subsidies. Research was 
still an avocation — if occasionally a full-time one -- and not yet 
» — * w w m * • ••wi—i *wi»ww*^ww»M^ww»wM»»iMwwwwMwwBmwwwaw^w«w<^H«w_______^^ 
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a profession. _-
The Transformation of American Scholarship. 1850-1900 
Though no particular significance can be attached to the 
dates 1850 and 1900, which themselves mark only convenient lines of 
demarcation, it seems clear that the period defined by these limits 
witnessed a fundamental change in the structure of American schol-
arship. The introduction of the natural sciences, even as subjects 
of low prestige, heralded the break-up of the tightly-closed and 
narrowly circumscribed curricula that had kept the universities 
hostile to the spirit of free investigation.- The needs of a national 
economy that was becoming rapidly industrialized gave scientific 
studies an obvious importance which was soon reflected in their 
rapid rise in the academic hierarchy. The federal government rec-
ognized and encouraged the new status of scientific studies by the 
passage of the Morrill Land Grant Act in 1862, which provided 
federal subsidies for higher education in science, technology and 
agriculture. 
Other subjects were also successful in winning academic 
I acceptance. Chairs in history were created at Columbia and at 
Michigan in 1857. Modern languages, first established as an elec-
tive subject at Harvard through the efforts of Ticknor, began to vie 
in prestige with the classical languages. Cornell University was. 
founded in 1868 with the avowed purpose of .teaching any subject that 
seemed desirable to the faculty and students. With the inauguration 
of the free elective system at Harvard under President Eliot, the way 
became open for a hitherto unprecedented degree of specialization 
in studies. 
A potent influence for change came from without in the form 
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of Ideas and methods imported from the German university. The nine-
teenth century had seen the German universities become centers for 
advanced scholarship. Their high prestige and elaborate facilities, 
especially laboratories, attracted many foreign students, amongst 
them Americans who wanted something more than their own modest 
institutions could offer. 
From Germany the returning scholars brought back the use of 
the lecture and the seminar as teaching devices more appropriate for 
pursuit of higher education than the cramping textbook and recita-
tion method hitherto enthroned by tradition. More important, they 
brought back the idea that the pursuit of truth per se and the 
extension of knowledge through research were the highest functions 
and responsibilities of the university.1^ 
The ideas imported from the German university found their 
fullest realization in Johns Hopkins University, founded in 1876. 
Without attempting an exact adherence to the German model, Daniel 
Coit Gilman and his associates were able to incorporate its ruling 
ideas into their new institution. As Gilman's biographer described 
it, "the graduate work was carried on in its main lines upon the 
model of the German universities; ... the keynote of the German 
system was also the keynote of Mr. Gilman's conception of the univer-
sity that was to be;"11This "keynote" was-research, for Johns Hopkins 
University was to be "a university permeated by the spirit of the 
universities of Germany, with research as the center, the heart, of 
the whole "organism. n l 
The example of Johns Hopkins University was, in its turn, a 
magistral Influence In turning the course of the American university 
toward graduate woa?k and research, and .in making their symbols — the 
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graduate school and the Ph.D. degree — characteristic features of 
American higher education. At the 1902 ceremonies celebrating the 
twenty-fifth anniversary of the founding of Johns Hopkins University, 
the nation's leading educators joined in acknowledging its leadership 
in the university research movement.13 
Actually, however, Johns Hopkins University was more Impor-
tant in the development of American research for what It represented 
than for what it directly brought about. As the first American 
university to give full-fledged and deliberate recognition to 
research as a dominant concern of higher education, its contribution 
was distinctive and conspicuous. But the trend was already apparent 
before the opening of Johns Hopkins University in 1876. Yale and 
Harvard established graduate schools as early as 1847 and 1872 
respectively. Harvard granted its first Ph.D. degree in 1873, and 
the University of Michigan did likewise in 1876. 
Similar reservations must apply to any attempt to equate the 
development of American graduate education with the deliberate 
adaptation to another setting of the ruling ideas of the German 
university. W. Stull Holt's study of the correspondence.of Herbert 
B. Adams has shown that the German influence on American scholarship 
was not as intimate nor as far-reaching as has been commonly . ; .. ;^  
supposed. 
All this suggests that the transformation of American schol-
arship in this period resulted from no simple acceptance of any 
single Idea but was the complex product of a number of elements, 
indigenous and foreign. Bestor has characterized it as "a far 
larger process of assimilation."15The broadening of the curriculum 
to include scientific, technical and professional education, the 
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introduction of the graduate school as the agency for the training 
of scholars, the acceptance of research as a university function on 
a coordinate basis with teaching — all these were elements in the 
process. The new university of 1875 brought them together Into one 
institution.16 
In fact, the very essence of the movement was that schol-
arship became institutionalized. Vifhere the earlier scholars had 
worked Independently, relying only on their own resources, the new 
university provided a center of concentration. It offered scholars 
the means of training, a subsidy for their investigations, the 
association of colleagues and media for the dissemination of their 
researches. The American college of the mid-century gave room only 
to teachers; the new American university made a place for the 
scholar and, in so doing, made of scholarship a profession. 
With the professionalization of scholarship came the cus-
tomary results of professionalization — the disappearance of the 
amateur and the increase of specialization. The professional 
scholars controlled the channels of training and the major means of 
communication. Only the properly trained student with the requisite 
set of academic credentials could hope to win the university position 
that assured support for his research; only the professors had effec-
tive access to the learned journals published by their institutions 
and edited by their associates. "Research," concluded Robert 
Binkley, "ceased to be an honored sport and became an exclusive 
profession. " 1 8 
The rise of the university, which made possible a career in 
scholarship, also led to a sharp increase in the number of research 
workers. Inevitably there followed a splintering of learning into 
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smaller segments and an attendant specialization in scholarship. Its 
effects were visible in the formation of national societies dedicate! 
to the advancement of particular subjects. The American Philological 
Association (founded in 1869), the Archaeological Institute of 
America (1879), the Modern Language Association (1883), the American 
Historical Association (1884), the American Economic Association 
(1885) were typical examples of the many learned societies, rep-
resenting smaller divisions of knowledge, which in this period came 
to supersede In prominence the older general scholarly associations. 
A by-product of specialization was a change in the char-
acteristic form of publication, most easily visible In the field of 
history. Where the mid-century historians — a Bancroft or a 
Parkman — had taken whole centuries and continents for their themes 
and brought forth their results as multi-volume histories, the newer 
specialists carefully exploited -their smaller areas In monographs 
and articles. The sub-division of topics in turn made for a greater 
emphasis on documentation. The monograph did not afford room for 
large-scale generalizations. It was meant primarily as an explora-
tion In depth, an objective ascertainment of all the facts on a 
particular small topic, in which every statement had to be supported 
by relevant documents. 
None of these processes of professionalization and special-
ization of research achieved full development overnight, but their 
progress was surprisingly rapid. In 1875 the very word "research" 
was, according to Daniel Coit Gilman, a new term in the academic 
vocabulary. Since that time, he noted1 graphically, "the conception 
of "research" ... spread throughout our land from peak to peak like 
the signal fires described by the Greek dramatists."20' 
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The sharp increase of interest in research helped carry the 
conception outside the academic walls. For the first time research 
began to be an active factor in the operation of industrial enter-
prises. Hitherto, industrialists had relied on the abundance of 
natural resources and the protection of the tariff as the chief 
means of maintaining profits. With growing competition and the 
depletion of natural resources facing it, industry began to question 
the efficiency of its processes and to look to applied science 
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research for new approaches to its problems. 
The same realization that research could have important 
practical value gave impetus to the expansion of the work of sci-
entific investigation sponsored by the federal government. The 
Department of Agriculture, from Its establishment in 1864, quickly 
became an important.producer and sponsor of research in a wide 
variety of fields. The Smithsonian Institution under Joseph Henry 
and Samuel Langley achieved a position of ..leadership In basic re-
search. New agencies for research such as the Bureau of Mines, the 
National Bureau of Standards and the National Institutes of Health 
added significant contributions in applied science. 
However, the research activities of industry and government 
represented emergent tendencies rather than fully-realized movements. 
Up to the end of the nineteenth century research continued to find 
its chief base In the universities, where it was recognized as one 
of their primary responsibilities. Daniel Colt Gilman described this 
sense of obligation with dramatic emphasis: 
The third function of a university is to extend the bounds 
of human knowledge. Call It research, call it investigation, 
call it scientific inquiry, call It the seeking for truth — 
never has the obligation been so strong as it is now to 
penetrate the arcana of the world in which we dwell, to 
discover new facts, to measure old phenomena, and to educe 
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• principles and laws that were written in the beginning, but 
have never ye.t been read by mortal eye.22 
By accepting research as one of its basic functions, the university 
assured the means of support for the productive scholar and made 
possible the emergence of a new class-^the professional scholar 
working within an institution and dependent upon institutional 
arrangements for the prosecution of his studies. 
The Demands of the New Scholarship upon the Library 
The nineteenth century converted scholarship from an 
amateur's avocation to a full-time, profession. Inevitably the needs 
and working habits of professionalized and'institution-centered 
scholarship differed vastly from those of the independent investi-
gators of the earlier period. With.the change in methods there came 
also a basic re-orientation of scholars* attitudes to the library. 
A principal feature of the change in attitude was.a vastly 
increased regard for the importance of libraries to the progress of 
scholarship. The roots of the change probably went back as far as 
American students' first contact with the impressive collections of 
the German university libraries. George Ticknor, a pioneer in the 
establishment of the idea of research in America, wrote to his 
friend Stephen Higginson from Gottingen in May, 1816: 
I cannot, however, shut my eyes on the fact, that one very 
important and principal cause of the difference between our 
University [i.e. Harvard] and the one here is the different 
value we affix to a good library, and the different ideas we 
have of what a good library.is...what is worse than the 
absolute poverty .of our collections of books is the relative 
inconsequence in which we keep them. We found new professor-
ships and build new colleges in abundance, but we buy no 
books; and yet it is to me the most obvious thing in the 
world that it would promote the cause of learning and the 
reputation of the University ten times more to give six 
thousand dollars a year to the Library than to found three 
professorships,...We have not yet learnt that the Library is 
not only the first convenience of the University, but 
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that it is the very first necessity, — that it is the light 
and the spirit, — and that all other considerations must 
yield to the prevalent one of Increasing and opening it on 
the most liberal terms to all who are disposed to make use 
of it.23 
Ticknor's contemporaries and successors in attendance at the 
German universities echoed his appreciation of the worth of the 
library in university studies. Of the first generation of American 
scholars in Germany, Edward Everett, George Bancroft, and Joseph 
Green Cogswell all were influential builders or donors of libraries. 
In the next generation, Henry Philip Tappan was an energetic pro-
moter of library interests at the University of Michigan. He 
personally solicited funds for the University's library from the 
citizens of Ann Arbor; his son John became the University's first 
regular librarian.24 At about the same time, Francis Lieber, a 
German emigre''and first occupant of the chair of history at 
Columbia College, was writing to his friend General Halleck: "We 
cannot do in our days without large public libraries, and libraries 
are quite as necessary as hospitals or armies. Libraries are the 
bridges over which Civilization travels from generation to gener-
ation and from country to country."25 
Herbert Baxter Adams typified the group of German trained 
historians who helped establish the idea of scientific historical 
research in the generation after 1875. For him "the most important 
factor in the constitution of an historical department is the proper 
adjustment of relations with the college or university library ... 
The promotion of historical study in any college or university is 
absolutely dependent upon the use of books."26 
However, like the research movement itself, the appreciation 
of libraries was not confined to the German-trained scholars. Yale 
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University was relatively remote from German influence in the nine-
teenth century, yet the reports of President Dwight came to echo the 
same sentiment. "The Library is, in a most important sense, the 
center of the University life," he wrote in 1893; "The place where it 
is located Is the place towards which teachers and students alike 
must turn, in order to find the means of pursuing their investiga-
tions^ 27 
By the end of the century such assertions were so numerous 
as to make the statements "the library is the heart of the university 
and "the library is the center of the university" only commonplaces. 
When President Benjamin Ide Wheeler announced" on his accession to 
office at the University of California, "Give me a library and I'll 
build a university about it,"28 he could claim credit only for the 
forcefulness of the expression; the idea was already in the public 
domain. 
A realistic appraisal of all these encomiums about the 
importance of the library would conclude that they reflected not 
so much foreign influence or philosophical appreciation of the place 
of books in the progress of scholarship as the increasing dependence 
of the scholar upon the library.- The amateur scholar of the earlier 
era worked more or less completely on his own so far as book re-
sources were concerned. It was taken for granted that the accumu-
lation of a large private library was the necessary and customary 
procedure of the scholar. At best he could expect that the materials 
he required, if already collected, would be scattered among numerous 
institutions, with perhaps the most important of them reposing in 
libraries and archives abroad. 
The biographical accounts of the amateur scholars offer 
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ample evidence as to the i r a l l but complete independence of i n s t i -
tu t iona l l i b r a r i e s . Ticknor's History of Spanish Li te ra ture was 
based on his own col lec t ion of some th i r t een thousand volumes. 
Hubert Howe Bancroft's autobiography i s largely the story of the 
formation of his outstanding pr iva te l ibrary .29 George Bancroft 
estimated tha t his "expenses of various kinds in col lect ing materials 
MSS, and books, in journeys, time employed in researches, wri t ing, 
copyists , money paid for examination, e t c . , e t c . , might be put with-
out exaggeration at f i f ty or even seventy-five thousand d o l l a r s . " 3 0 
Wealth was then the normal p re - requls i te for scholarship in 
the days of the amateur. The men of the new professional group 
usually had no such pr ivate resources to draw upon. If they were 
able to consult and u t i l i z e the materials necessary for the i r 
research, i t was because of the existence of the i n s t i t u t i o n a l 
l i b ra ry . A number of other factors joined in increasing the depend-
ence of the scholar upon the l i b r a ry . The mounting flood of publica-
t ions attendant upon the increase of knowledge was rapidly making 
even the larges t of pr ivate l i b r a r i e s insuff ic ient for thorough 
research. At the same time a more rigorous conception of research 
was demanding a more exhaustive invest igat ion of sources. Thus, In 
the f ie ld of h i s tory , the idea of "sc ien t i f ic h is tory" popularized by 
Von Ranke emphasized the careful col lec t ion of fac ts — facts which 
could be taken-as established only when supported by an imposing 
array of documentary evidence.3 1 
If a l l these factors'made the scholars much more dependent 
upon the l ib ra ry , a reciprocal Influence made the l i b ra ry in i t s 
turn subject to a whole ser ies of demands from the scholars . Of 
these the f i r s t , the s t rongest , and the most common was the pressure 
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Cor more materials. The cry for more books ran through the whole 
period of the transformation of scholarship. Struik has noted the 
lemand of the European-trained scientists of the 1860 decade for the 
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specialized journals with which they had become familiar abroad. 
Herbert Baxter Adams attr ibuted the growth of the University of 
Michigan's collections to "the in te l l igen t demands made by the 
facu l t i es , by the students, and by the administrat ion."3 3 The reports 
of President Eliot at Harvard and President Dwight at Yale p e r s i s t -
ently hammered at the need for greater l ibrary resources. At the 
end of the century the demand had los t none of i t s urgency. Charles 
Mills Gayley pressed for the acquisit ion by the University of 
California of the Bancroft Library in the ful l confidence that he and 
his fellow scholars had and would continue to have "no greater need 
than that of materials and sources with which to develop invest iga-
tion and first-hand scholarship." 3 4 
Closely related to the demand for increased resources was the 
desire for easier access to the materials . If the ins t i tu t iona l 
l ibrary was to serve him in place of a private collection, the 
professional scholar wanted the same unrestricted approach to the 
books he needed that his amateur predecessor had enjoyed in his 
personal l ib ra ry . This claim was reinforced by the exigencies of 
the newer teaching methods. The d is t inc t ive feature of the seminar 
was the first-hand invest igation of the original materials by the 
students under the close supervision of the professor. Preferably 
this process would take place in the l ibrary i t se l f , where the group 
could disouss the students ' work within easy reach of the materials 
4 
cited. Thus Henry Adams, In casting aside the textbook method in 
favor of having his students go directly to the original sources, 
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criticised the existing library policy at Harvard of keeping books 
all but locked up in the alcoves, and demanded greater accessibility 
to materials for his students.3^ 
President Gilman took up the same theme in many of his annual 
reports. For example,, he expressed his satisfaction at the growing 
tendency of the Johns Hopkins library system to develop in the direc-
tion of departmental collections, for he thought no measure likely 
to be of more assistance to the research men than "placing those 
books which are most likely to be needed, or which specially bear 
upon the work, within easy reach of the worker's hand."3® 
Vi?ith repetition the idea of easier access to materials 
became crystallized in the catchphrase that the library should be 
the "laboratory" of the humanist and social scientist, usually 
uttered with a corollary statement that the library should no longer 
be a "store-house of books."3' The concept of the library as a 
laboratory implied its use as a tool for Investigations. As a tool 
it could be most effective when it furnished not only the required 
materials but also the means'of obtaining a subject approach to the 
particular topics of interest. The need of a subject approach to 
library materials gained added intensity from the very growth of 
collections so vigorously advocated by the scholars. A small collec-
tion required only the broad classification appropriate to a personal 
library; with a many-fold expansion of resources a more minutely 
organized arrangement of the books was needed, if the much desired 
free access to materials was to produce anything other than confusion, 
In the same way, the catalog had to become more than a simple record 
of holdings, for it became increasingly apparent that no scholar 
could hope to know all the literature of potential value, especially 
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on subjects outside his immediate specialty. 
These circumstances motivated the scholars to press for some 
form, of subject approach to knowledge. Herbert Adams' review of the 
facilities for the study of history in American colleges led him to 
complain that in many college libraries searching for material on a 
given topic was like looking for a needle in a haystack. By way of 
contrast he held up for commendation Melvil Dewey's newly re-organ-
ized library at Columbia, where the object was to "organize so 
thoroughly its literary resources in any given field like history or 
political science that they can be speedily massed upon a given point 
with the precision and certainty of a Prussian army corps in the 
execution of a military manoeuvre."38 Hubert Howe Bancroft had a 
subject index compiled for his large personal library at a cost of 
$35,000; "by this or other similar means alone can the contents of 
any large library be utilized; and the larger the collection the 
more necessity for such an index," he maintained.. 
Such statements were, however, fewer in number and much less 
explicit than the demands for more materials and easier access to 
them. There was evidently some feeling that the library had to be 
organized so as to provide a subject approach to knowledge, but the 
details of organization do not seem to have concerned the scholars. 
Evidence on this point is lacking, but it may be plausibly surmised 
that the research men considered matters of classification and 
subject cataloging technical problems that could be safely left to 
the librarians. 
Evidently for most scholars, the overwhelming preoccupation 
with the accumulation of materials cast a shadow of indifference 
over all library matters other than the acquisitions function. 
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Certainly th is was true for problems of l ib ra ry staff ing and service. 
In general the scholars, i f one may judge by the absence of comments 
in memoirs and biographies, f e l t r e la t ive ly l i t t l e need or concern 
for reference services . Such statements as did appear came only 
l a t e in the century. 
A related theme — teaching the use of books and l i b r a r i e s — 
did arouse some considerable i n t e r e s t . President Barnard of Columbia 
devoted considerable a t tent ion to the topic , arguing that instruction 
in the use of l ib ra ry materials was a task as important as that 
performed by the professors in the regular academic departments. 
He concluded with some fervor that " i t has seemed more and more 
Important to careful observers to give such ins t ruct ion and aid to 
undergraduates as shal l enable them in a l l the i r after l ives to do 
their individual work more readily and more successfully." Herbert 
Baxter Adams, who was familiar with the ins t ruct ion given at 
Columbia and at Cornell, thought that "such a course of general 
bibliographical information, given to students by the l i b ra r i an of 
the i r college or univers i ty , cannot be too highly commended."41 
The same two scholars were those most explici t in voicing a 
demand for reference work proper. . In the same report in which he 
advocated a program of ins t ruct ion In "pract ical bibliography," 
Barnard argued that in the in te res t of educational progress the 
Columbia l ib ra ry "must be put In charge of a l ib ra r i an , himself well 
acquainted with books and thei r uses, and experienced in guiding 
inquirers in bibliographical researches."42Adams thought that a 
"great public l ib ra ry , l ike a great railway s ta t ion , must have a 
bureau of information, . . . " 
Both Adams and Barnard seem to have had in mind assistance 
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for the undergraduate and the neophyte in learning rather than aid 
for the mature scholar. Adams did indeed have words of commendation 
for the more specialized assistance that George Baker was providing 
in the library of the School of Political Science at Columbia, but 
even here he was probably thinking of the seminar students rather 
44 than of their instructors. 
In the absence of explicit statements from the scholars 
themselves, it is impossible to define precisely their attitude 
toward the idea of personal assistance by the librarian in their own 
researches, but a statement from Hubert Howe Bancroft affords a good 
clue to their reasoning. 
Often have I heard authors say that beyond keeping the books 
in order, and bringing such as were required, with some 
copying, or possibly some searching now and then, no one 
could render them any assistance. They would not feel safe 
In trusting any one with the manipulation of facts on which 
was to rest their reputation for veracity and accuracy.4^ 
The scholar of the late nineteenth century was familiar with the 
idea of reference work and some, at least, approved of such library 
assistance for their students. Few yet thought of it as important 
for their own researches. 
The Rise of the Research Library 
- ' By definition the research library is a service agency for 
scholarship. Its .establishment and development have therefore, not 
surprisingly, followed closely alowg—the lines marked out by the 
development of learning In America. 
At the mid-century the research library could hardly have 
been said to exist. Some efforts in purposeful collection had 
already been made by the historical societies, notably by the 
American Antiquarian Society and the New York Historical Society, but 
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such zeal was by no means the r u l e . Most h i s t o r i c a l s o c i e t i e s ' 
co l l ec t ing was as lukewarm and as haphazard as t h e i r other contr ibu-
t ions to l ea rn ing . As l a t e as 1876 the government r epor t on Public 
L ibra r ies in the United Sta tes of America credited only t h i r t e e n of 
the then extant soc ie t i e s with col lec t ions numbering more than 
10,000 volumes.4 6 
The small achievement of the h i s t o r i c a l soc i e t i e s in the 
development of l i b r a r i e s was matched by the general pauci ty of 
American l i b r a r y resources a t t h i s time, both i n turn r e f l e c t i n g the 
low leve l of scholarship i n the country as a whole. William Fletcher 
alleged tha t in 1850 the e n t i r e l i b r a r y resources of the United 
Sta tes aggregated only a mi l l ion volumes.4 7 In the same year an 
a r t i c l e i n the North American Review gave the following i l luminat ing 
t ab le of holdings for the l a rges t l i b r a r i e s in the United S t a t e s : 4 8 
Harvard College, including the Law 
and Div in i ty Schools 
Philadelphia and Loganian Library 
Boston Athenaeum 
Library of Congress 
New York Society Library 
Mercantile Library (New York) 
Georgetown-College (D.C.) 
Brown Universi ty 
New York Sta te Library 
Yale College 
Provisions for use were equally n e g l i g i b l e . W. N. Carlton 
has col lected some examples, now amusing, of the way in which 
narrowly conceived and r igorous ly applied regula t ions made col lege 
72,000 
60,000 
50,000 
50,000 
32,000 
32,000 
25, 000 
24,000 
24,000 
21,000 
volumes 
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book col lect ions a l l but unusable . 4 9 Thus the Amherst College Library 
up to 1852 was open only once a week for the withdrawal of books and 
provided no f a c i l i t i e s for reading on the premises. At Brown Univer-
s i t y in 1843 no undergraduate could take a book off the shelves with-
out the special permission of the l i b r a r i a n . A Maryland college did 
not permit any lending at a l l—the pract ice had indeed formerly 
existed, but i t was discontinued because of abuse of the privilege. ' 
I t would be unfair to see in such regulations mere ineptitude; 
in par t at l ea s t they reflected only a prudent concern for the 
protect ion of books at a time when these were few and esteemed 
precious. But they also ref lected the well-nigh complete divorce of 
the college l ib ra ry from the ordinary process of scholarship. The 
student used h is textbooks; the professor, i f anything more than a 
teacher, h is personal col lec t ion . President Hadley of Yale recal led 
a" conversation which seemed to typify the a t t i tude which imposed a 
separation between the scholar and the college l i b ra ry : 
One of the professors of the old school—and, I might add, 
one of the more enlightened professors of the old school--said 
to me only a few years ago, "I conceive that the chief educa-
t iona l use of a univers i ty l ib ra ry i s to lend an occasional 
book to a professor who does not happen to have the book in 
his own l i b r a r y . " He regarded the univers i ty l ib ra ry as a 
sort of museum; the actual laborator ies where the work was 
done were the special l i b r a r i e s of the p rofessors . 5 0 
An even more revealing glimpse of the college l ib ra ry in the 
old order i s offered by the exchange of correspondence between 
Gilman, then l i b ra r i an at Yale, and President Woolsey. When Gilman 
complained at the administrat ion 's lack of support for the l ibrary— 
he was paying h is sole a s s i s t an t out of his own salary and had him-
self to stoke the small stove that was the single source of heat for 
the building—Woolsey sent th is astonishing reply: "In regard to 
your leaving your place my thoughts have shaped themselves thus; 
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the place does not possess that importance which a man of active mind 
would naturally seek; and the college cannot, now or hereafter, while 
its circumstances remain as they are, give it greater prominence."51 
While restrictive regulations and the grip of tradition were 
keeping university libraries all but moribund, a new tool for schol-
arship was being forged outside the academic community—the public 
library. The public library in its present form may be said to date 
from the founding of the Boston Public Library in 1852. As with 
most social institutions, the motivation behind its establishment and 
development was complex. The detailed studies of Ditzion and 
Thompson indicate that the desire for popular education, a naive 
faith in the efficacy of "good" reading In the preservation of virtue, 
civic pride, and sheer imitation all played their part in the crea-
tion of the public library.52 
But, as Shera makes clear, the interest of scholars, espe-
cially the historians, in finding a viable basis for the preservation 
and servicing of the materials of research was a compelling and 
perhaps decisive motive.53 Certainly, in the larger cities at least, 
the public library collections from the outset included material of 
a character manifestly intended only for scholarly use. The 
Everett collection of documents in the Boston Public Library, the 
"Green Library" in the Viforcester Free Public Library, and the compre-
hensive collection of bibliographies brought together by Joseph Greer 
Cogswell for the Astor Library were cases in point. 
Evidence for the belief that at this time the public 
library was more quick to respond to the needs of scholarship than 
t 
the universi ty l ibrary is given in the s t a t i s t i c s of l ib ra ry 
holdings compiled by Rhees. His figures for 1857-1858 showed tha t 
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less than a-d.ecade af ter the i r founding the Astor Library and the 
Boston Public Library had accumulated 80,000 and 70,000 volumes 
respect ively . The comparison with the college l i b ra ry holdings of 
the same date i s i l luminating. After more than two centuries of 
operation, the Harvard College Library had brought together only 
74,000 volumes, and Yale, after a century and a half of existence, 
only 36,000 volumes. Other academic in s t i t u t ions had fared even 
worse. Rhees credited the Brown University Library with only 
29,500 volumes, Columbia with 18,000, Princeton with 11,000, and 
Pennsylvania with 5,000J54 
As the research movement gathered s t rength, i t s Impact .on 
the l ib rary began to make I t s e l f more c lear ly and widely f e l t . 
Library reports from the seventies on indicated a clear recognit ion 
of respons ib i l i ty for service to research. Librarian Homes described 
the"New York State Library as "one for h i s t o r i ca l and sc i en t i f i c 
research ch ie f ly . " 5 5 The Lenox Library proclaimed in 1883 tha t the 
use of the l ib ra ry "will be hereafter enlarged and extended, to 
promote research." Raymond Davis of the University of Michigan 
Library claimed that "the especial purpose for which the University 
Library exis ts i s the increase of knowledge." Daniel Ooit Gilman, 
speaking at the opening of the new Princeton University l ib ra ry 
building in 1898, summed up the progress of a half-century: "Finally, 
l i b r a r i e s are now recognized as places of research, . . . . This marks 
a great advance quite in accord with the dominant s p i r i t of inquiry 
and inves t iga t ion . " 5 8 
In thus aligning themselves with the research movement, the 
univers i ty and reference l i b r a r i e s undertook, more or less con-
sciously, to f u l f i l l the demands of the scholars . The most urgent 
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of these demands, as previously noted, was for larger book resources, 
and the librarians gave to the work of acquisitions the f irs t claim 
on their attention and energy. Almost every librarian of the period 
felt that his library's major responsibility and hope for distinction 
lay in the large-scale amassment of materials. Justin Winsor, 
librarian at Harvard, thought that no single American library had 
yet come close to satisfying the book requirements of the specialist 
in any given field, and that the only hope that any would ever do so 
59 lay in broad, almost indiscriminate collecting., ' Of Joseph Rowell, 
librarian of the University of California, his biographer wrote: "He 
had always vastly preferred an increase in accessions to an increase 
in staff assistance. He had repeatedly doubled his own tasks in 
order repeatedly to double the accessions."60 Raymond Davis summed 
up his career at the University of Michigan Library in a single 
revealing sentence. "If I were asked to characterize in a few 
words my work as librarian my answer would be ready: A struggle for 
books."61 
The result of this conjunction of scholars' demands and 
librarians' activity was a pronounced increase in the dimensions of 
American library resources. At the outset of the period American 
library holdings appeared insignificant in comparison with the 
riches of European libraries. A generation later the New World 
could almost rival the Old, if not yet in the intrinsic value of its 
resources, at least in the number of volumes held. Table I (p. 35) 
sets forth the record of book holdings for a number of prominent 
libraries in 1876 and in 1891. 
The theme of collection and its corollary theme of building 
needs indisputably dominated the attention of the librarians. 
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TABLE I 
RESEARCH LIBRARY HOLDINGS IN 1875 AND IN 1891 
Library Number of Volumes Number of golumes 
1876* 1 8 9 1 
Brown University Library 
California 
Cornell 
Columbia 
Harvard 
II 
II 
II 
It 
It 
II 
It 
II 
It 
II 
II 
It 
It 
II 
II 
tl 
45,000 71,000 
13,600 42,287 
10,000 111,007 
33,590 135,000 
n ai-a v - 227,650 292,000 
Michigan !! " 28,400 77,705 
Pennsylvania " '! 25,573 100,000 
Princeton " " 41,500 . 84,221 
Yale '! " 114,200 185,000 
Astor Library 152,446 238,946 
Detroit Public Library 22,882 108,720 
Cleveland " " 24,000 66,920 
Boston " ". 299,860 556,283 
Grosvenor Library . 18,000 35,000 
Library of Congress 300,000 ' 659,843 
Surgeon-General's Library 40,000 104,300 
a 
Source: U.S. Bureau of Education, Public Libraries In the 
United States of America: Their History, Condition and Management. 
Special Report, Part I (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1876t 
pp. 762-773. 
b Source: U.S. Bureau of Education, Statistics of Public 
Libraries in the United. States and Canada, by Weston Flint, statisti-
cian of the Bureau of Education ("Circular of Information," No. 7; 
Washington: Government Printing. Office, 1893 ), pp. 22-203. The 
basis of computation was not the same as in the 1876 statistics, so 
the two sets of data are not wholly comparable. However, the general 
impression conveyed by the comparison—that of rapid growth in 
library holdings—is undoubtedly reliable enough. 
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They relegated to the background a l l but a few pressing problems of 
in ternal administration. Of these easi ly the most Important were 
those connected with cataloging and c lass i f ica t ion , and the "use of 
books," both In turn ref lec t ing the larger aim of converting the 
l ib ra ry from a "storehouse of books" into a "laboratory for scholar-
sh ip . " 
Neither problem was ent i re ly new or peculiarly the product 
of the research movement pressures. Librarians since the day of 
Callimachus had recognized that the arrangement, display, and use of 
the materials in the i r charge were respons ib i l i t i es inherent in their 
professional posi t ion, regardless of the type of l ib ra ry . But the 
demands of the scholars for a subject approach to knowledge lent a 
cer ta in added urgency to these respons ib i l i t i es for the managers of 
l i b r a r i e s that presumed to exist for the prosecution of research. 
For example, John Burgess, a leader in the research movement at 
Columbia, recalled how he pressed the college administration for 
the appointment of a l ib ra r i an who could make the l i t e r a t u r e of his 
subject more readi ly available through subject cataloging and close 
c l a s s i f i c a t i on . 6 2 
As a resu l t of such pressures, when Dewey came to Columbia, 
a principal feature of his "revolution" in the l i b r a ry ' s administra-
t ion was the re-organization of the cataloging and c lass i f ica t ion 
procedures. A similar absorption with the catalog was evident in 
WInsor's reports at Harvard, In Bi l l ings ' administration of the 
Surgeon-General's Library, in Rowell's management of the University 
of California Library. The work of cataloging was customarily the 
f i r s t to receive the recognition of formal departmental s t a tus . A 
safe guess would be that Insofar as a l ib ra r ian was then recognized 
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as a profess ional worker, such recogni t ion was based p r imar i ly on h i s 
technica l qua l i f i ca t ions in ca ta loging. 
The proper form for the required guide to the l i b r a r y ' s 
resources was a matter of l i v e l y controversy. By the end of the 
century, however, the arguments over pr in ted versus card ca ta log , 
» 
classed versus d ic t ionary arrangement, broad versus c lose c l a s s i f i c a -
t ion , had been more or l e s s decided. Only the card cata log could 
keep abreast of a r ap id ly growing co l l e c t i on , while spec i f ic subject 
headings and close c l a s s i f i c a t i o n seemed to provide the best approach 
to the minute subjects wanted by the s p e c i a l i s t s cho la r s . Though 
nothing l i k e uniformity or f u l l s a t i s f a c t i o n on these matters was 
achieved then (or even y e t ) , the task of const ruct ing the technica l 
apparatus of the research l i b r a r y had been accomplished i n i t s 
e s s e n t i a l s by 1900. 
The other great problem of i n t e rna l adminis t ra t ion—the "use 
of the library"—was solved with l e s s controversy. The increased 
dependence of the scholar upon the i n s t i t u t i o n a l l i b r a r y c l e a r l y 
cal led for longer hours of opening and easy access to m a t e r i a l s . 
Though independent reference l i b r a r i e s such as the Astor, the Lenox 
and the Reynolds continued to oppose c i r c u l a t i o n of t h e i r books on 
the grounds that such service dispersed mater ia ls and increased 
cos t s , the un ive r s i t y l i b r a r i e s , with the scholars ac tua l l y on t h e i r 
doors tep, could not and did not r e s i s t . Harvard, which had provided 
fo r ty -e igh t hours of service per week i n 1876, was open eighty-two 
hours a week i n 1896; Yale Increased i t s hours of se rv ice from 
t h i r t y - s i x to seventy-two in the same p e r i o d . 6 3 Columbia changed 
even more r a d i c a l l y . The l i b r a r y gave twelve hours of weekly service 
i n 1876; i n 1888 Dewey offered prospect ive l i b r a r y school students 
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the inducement that "for 14 hours daily there is opportunity for 
work."64 
The same liberal policy of "service" was bringing the 
university library user much freer access to his materials than he 
had heretofore enjoyed. When Justin Winsor came to Harvard in 1877, 
Henry Adams had already been petitioning for permission to have his. 
seminar students given direct access to the shelves. Winsor 
thoroughly approved of the seminar method and its library implication 
--use not storage. In his first report he proclaimed his advocacy 
of a liberal lending policy: 
Books may be accumulated and guarded, and the result is 
sometimes called a library; but if books are made to help 
and spur men on in their own daily work, the library becomes 
a vital influence; the prison is turned into a workshop.66 
In subsequent reports and articles Winsor expanded his idea into a 
full-fledged "doctrine of use," summed up in the dictum "A book is 
never so valuable as when it is In use." In his own institution he 
admitted advanced students to the stacks, extended the reserve book 
collections and threw open the reference collection to. all comers.6*'' 
The new doctrine rapidly gained adherents. I t became 
generally accepted that reference books should be available on open 
shelves . 0 Even the conservative reference l i b r a r i e s , which clung to 
the policy that the i r books ought not to leave the building, assid-
uously collected s t a t i s t i c s of within-the-building c i rcula t ion that 
would demonstrate "the use of the l ib ra ry . " The Lenox Library, for 
example, which had been heretofore quite content to be a museum of 
typographical r a r i t i e s , hopefully noted in i t s 1884 report an 
increasing use of i t s materials by scholars and promised measures 
for I t s encouragement.69 
The ideas of service had important implications for reference 
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'service as well, but these were not fully realized in most research 
libraries in the nineteenth century. The detailed account of the 
genesis of the concept of reference service and of its development 
as a research library function is reserved for the next chapter. It 
may, however, be said at this time that reference service was never 
seen as more than a secondary responsibility in the nineteenth 
century research library. 
The development of research and the professlonallzation of 
scholarship made the research library a necessity. They also brought 
to it demands for a large-scale expansion of holdings, for improved 
physical facilities, for freer access to books, and for an apparatus 
that would provide a subject approach to materials. The librarians 
in their turn put these first things first and gave their chief 
attention to the problems of acquisitions, cataloging and classifica-
tion, and circulation. Their achievement was considerable. At the 
mid-century, roughly speaking, America was practically without 
research libraries. Fifty years later its libraries could claim 
collections of some magnitude, a well-developed system of catalogs 
and shelf arrangements, and a policy of administration that sought 
to make them indispensable tools for scholarship. The foundations 
had been laid for the organization of an expert personal service. 
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CHAPTER I I 
THE GENESIS OF REFERENCE SERVICE: 1875-1895 
The b a s i c element i n r e f e r e n c e s e r v i c e — h e l p i n g r e a d e r s — i s 
so s imple t h a t i t seems r e a s o n a b l e t o b e l i e v e tha.t as l ong as t h e r e 
have been l i b r a r i e s , l i b r a r i a n s must have o c c a s i o n a l l y f u r n i s h e d 
some s o r t of p e r s o n a l a id t o t h e i r c l i e n t e l e . The beg inn ings of 
r e f e r e n c e s e r v i c e a r e l o s t i n a n t i q u i t y . 
Examples of p e r s o n a l a s s i s t a n c e can be thus found even i n 
the e a r l i e r pages of Amer ica ' s l i b r a r y h i s t o r y . At t h e Congress iona l 
L i b r a r y i n t he 1 8 2 0 ' s , W a t t e r s t o n was " c a l l e d upon for f a c t s , d a t e s , 
a c t s , o f f i c i a l communications and even l i n e s of p o e t r y . " Wil l iam 
Alfred Jones , l i b r a r i a n of Columbia Col lege i n t he 1850 ' s went on 
record as c o n s i d e r i n g p e r s o n a l a s s i s t a n c e t o r e a d e r s d e s i r a b l e and 
o 
proposed p l a n s fo r supp ly ing l i s t s of r e f e r e n c e s . Even S i b l e y of 
Harvard , enshr ined i n l i b r a r y legend as t h e very p e r s o n i f i c a t i o n of 
" c u s t o d i a l l i b r a r i a n s h i p , " was " the ve ry soul ' o f c o u r t e s y " 3 and a 
source of "ready and e f f i c i e n t a i d . " 4 
Such i n s t a n c e s of h e l p f u l n e s s were not uncommon, bu t t h e 
amassing of examples would be p o i n t l e s s . Cour tesy and o c c a s i o n a l 
p e r s o n a l a s s i s t a n c e d id not i n themselves c o n s t i t u t e r e f e r e n c e 
s e r v i c e . I t was only when such a s s i s t a n c e was recogn ized as a b a s i c 
f u n c t i o n of t h e l i b r a r y and t r a n s l a t e d from casua l h e l p i n t o a 
d e l i b e r a t e program of aid t h a t r e f e r e n c e s e r v i c e came i n t o be ing . 
No such concep t ion of organized r e f e r e n c e work had been 
formulated be fo re t h e t h i r d q u a r t e r of the n i n e t e e n t h c e n t u r y . The 
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proceedings of the Librarians' Conference of 1855, which constitute 
a cross-section of library opinion in the middle of the century, 
practically ignore reference work.5 Though the agenda of the confer-
ence included many topics, reference work was not among them. The 
then current notions of the scope of library activities may be seen 
from the contents suggested for inclusion in a manual on library 
practice. The manual was to embody "the most important information 
upon the chief points" in the administration of a library, these 
being organization and finance, buildings and shelf arrangement, 
cataloging, and book selection.6 
The exhaustive Report on Public Libraries in the United 
States (1876), which fairly represents the theory and practice of 
the next generation of American librarianship, showed no greater 
cognizance of reference work, The term itself was not used at all, 
and the whole subject of help to readers received only the most 
casual mention." 
Speculation as to why the idea of reference work, which now 
seems so obvious, took so little hold on the library thought of the 
day finds its best answer in an analysis of the prevailing library 
context. As indicated in the previous chapter, the transformation 
of scholarship, which was eventually to revitalize the library, had 
not yet had time to work its effects. The college library was still 
very much on the periphery of the college. Meagerly supported, open 
only a few hours a week, its management relegated to part-time and 
untrained 'persbnriel, the college library was only beginning to 
emerge from the situation when it was, in Canfield's phrase, "almost 
an aside in education...to be almost entirely omitted without making 
a serious change in the sense." 
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The fact was that both faculty and students had little 
occasion to make any formidable demands on the library or its staff. 
The idea of research had as yet made small inroads on the American 
university; scholars who had hardly begun to look to the library for 
their materials were not likely to seek assistance there. The de-
mands by students must have been even more modest. With their read-
ing horizons effectively limited by the traditional reliance on the 
textbook, their contacts with the library were rarely more than the 
casual encounters motivated by occasional curiosity. It was not 
until a new spirit and method had changed the character of American 
higher education and transformed the library into a tool for scholar-
ship that the concept of reference service could hope to find a 
fertile field in the university library. 
For their part, the librarians themselves were still fettered 
by traditional regulations which placed an overriding emphasis on 
custodial responsibilities. The chief duty of the college librarian 
under such constricting legislation was to preserve from harm the 
books entrusted to his care. Cast in the role of the keeper of the 
books, he was naturally disposed to regard the needs of the reader 
with indifference, if not hostility. 
In the case of the public library, the reasons for the delay 
in the genesis of reference service were probably more practical 
than ideological. The period from 1850 to 1875 saw the public 
library movement at the very beginning of its active development, 
and the most pressing problems to be faced were those of organization 
and finance. Collections were small and staff members few. There 
were scant bibliographical resources to draw upon, and few librar-
ians, otlher than perhaps the busy chief himself, qualified to offer 
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any real assistance. 
However, these difficulties were transitory rather than 
inherent. Public libraries, unlike college libraries, were not 
burdened by regulations committing them to the narrow limits of 
service implicit in the custodial concept of librarianship. On the 
contrary, public librarians had to face from the beginning the task 
of justifying the expenditure of city funds by demonstrating the 
values to be derived from their institutions. These values they 
appraised In terms of volume of use and number of services. Public 
librarians had therefore a definite incentive to look for nev/ ways in 
which to demonstrate the utility of their institutions. Thus it is 
not surprising that the first real steps toward the inauguration of 
reference service should have come from the public library. Logic-
ally too, it came from institutions such as the Worcester Public 
Library and the Boston Public Library, securely established by two 
decades of experience, with staffs and resources strong enough to 
enable their chiefs to look beyond the day-to-day problems of circu-
lation, maintenance and finance. 
"Access to Librarians" 
The first explicit proposal for a program of personal assist-
ance to readers, as distinguished from the occasional aid described 
in the previous section, was made by a public librarian. In a paper 
read at the historic 1876 conference of librarians, Samuel Swett 
Green of the Worcester Free Public Library argued for "The Desirable-
ness of Establishing Personal Intercourse and Relations Between 
Librarian and Readers in Popular Libraries."9 
Green's proposal was modest enough. His central thesis was 
that the people who frequented a popular library generally lacked 
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the knowledge to be able to select the books they required. It was 
not enough to send such readers to the catalog, for they would be 
unskilled in its use and in any case they would not have the discrim-
ination to find the materials best suited to their limited capacities 
For such readers personal assistance by the librarian was essential. 
Accordingly the librarian should make himself "accessible," and by 
his cordiality and greater knowledge of materials ensure a greater 
degree of satisfaction for his clientele. 
In the elaboration of his argument Green displayed mixed 
motives. As much as anything else he was concerned with the effect-
iveness of personal assistance as a means of elevating the fiction 
reading tastes of the people.10 There was also a generous measure 
of practical self-seeking on behalf of the library. By stressing 
cordiality and the willingness to be of general service, Green 
hoped to increase the popularity of his library with the people who 
used and supported it. To his colleagues at the 1876 conference 
Green spelled out the practical benefits librarians might expect to 
derive from a program of personal assistance. 
The more freely a librarian mingles with readers, and the 
greater the amount of assistance he renders them, the more 
intense does the conviction of citizens, also, become, that 
the library is a useful institution, and the more willing 
do they grow to grant money in larger and larger sume to be 
used in buying books and employing additional assistants.11 
It seems clear therefore that what Green was sponsoring was 
not a new theory of library service but a new technique. The very 
phrase "desirableness of personal intercourse" indicated the still 
tentative nature of his approach. Personal assistance was seen to 
be mainly useful as a means of creating a better Impression on the 
library's clientele. The provision of an information service was 
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not yet regarded as a central responsibility of the library, and its 
contribution to the role of the library as an educational instrument 
was no more than vaguely forecast. 
Nevertheless, in showing that a program of personal assist-
ance could stimulate library use and support, Green had made a 
significant step forward to the establishment of reference service. 
He himself was confident that he had made a new and distinctive 
contribution,12 and his "new method" drew favorable comment from 
newspapers in Boston and New York, which contrasted the hospitality 
of the Worcester Free Public Library with the "unaccomodating spirit" 
in the libraries of their own cities.13 
Green's .thesis received general approval from his colleagues 
at the 1876 conference. When he repeated his arguments in favor of 
"access to librarians" at the London conference of English and 
American librarians in 1877, he met, however, with objections that, 
repeated later in one form or another, were to act as braking forces 
on the "reference work idea" for a generation. Harrison of the 
London Library was openly skeptical of the value of answering the 
frivolous questions that might be expected from the users of a 
popular library and implied that scholarly readers would not have 
inquiries the librarian could answer.14 Charles Ammi Cutter's 
objection was more obliquely presented. Specifically, he proposed 
an alternative method: reliance on catalogs and book lists, by means 
of which questioners might find their own answers with no trouble to 
15 
the l i b ra r i an . 
Even these cri t icisms questioned the p rac t i cab i l i ty rather 
than the des i r ab i l i t y of "access to l i b r a r i ans . " ,Whether der ivat ive 
from Green or not, the points which he advocated came to be echoed 
• l iWll«l l l"W 
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in the l i b r a r y l i t e r a t u r e of the 1870's and the ea r ly 1880's , though 
not always with h i s confidence and enthusiasm. At the Boston Public 
Library the l i b r a r i a n of the Lower Hall s t i l l thought t h a t a "consid-
erable c lass of persons" would "prefer tha t the f u l l e s t information • 
of what i s to be had sha l l be se t before them, and be the i r own 
a s s i s t a n t s , " but reported t h a t "within the l a s t year an advance 
has been made i n the establishment of c loser r e l a t i o n s with the public 
i n t h i s Hal l , and there have been many evidences tha t where t h i s 
personal ass i s tance i s rendered in an unobtrusive manner, i t i s 
co rd ia l ly met and often g ra t e fu l ly recognized."1*7 By 1882, even the 
conservative W. F. Poole, one of the old guard of the profess ion, 
was s t a t i n g somewhat p o n t i f i c a l l y the new doc t r ine of " a c c e s s i b i l i t y " 
"To aid Inquirers, . . i s one of the most p leasant du t i e s of my p o s i t i o n . 
My off ice door i s always open, and anybody seeking for information 
i s encouraged to come to me d i r e c t l y and without f o r m a l i t y . " 1 8 
The College Library and the Doctr ine of Use 
Green's paper was d i rec ted s p e c i f i c a l l y at the popular 
l i b r a r y , but h is ideas won the a t t e n t i o n and support of col lege 
l i b r a r i a n s as wel l . In the general d iscuss ion tha t followed the 
reading of the paper at the 1876 conference, Professor Otis Robinson 
of the Univers i ty of Rochester expressed his agreement with Green's 
point of view and pointed out the d e s i r a b i l i t y of introducing the 
"new method" in the col lege l i b r a r y : 
A l i b r a r i a n should be much more than a keeper of books; he 
should be an e d u c a t o r . . . . The r e l a t i o n which Mr. Green has 
presented ought espec ia l ly to be es tabl ished between a 
col lege l i b r a r i a n and the student readers . No such l i b r a r i a n 
i s f i t for h i s place unless he holds himseif to some degree 
respons ib le for the l i b r a r y education, of the s t u d e n t s . . . . I t 
i s h i s province to d i r e c t very much' of t h e i r general reading; 
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and especially in their investigation of subjects, he should 
be their guide and friend.19 ' 
At the London conference held the following year, Reuben Guild of 
Brown University spoke in support of Green's position on "access to 
librarians" and claimed to have himself instituted a liberal program 
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of "access both to the librarian and to the shelves" at Brown. 
Too much should not be made of Green's direct influence. 
Green had provided a useful example, but Robinson and Guild were 
agreeing with rather than following Green. Actually the crux of the 
problem for the academic library lay in Robinson's statement that 
"a librarian should be much more than a keeper of books; he should 
be an educator." To make possible the introduction of reference 
work in the college library a basic shift in orientation was first 
necessary, and the roots of this change from "sanctum" to "workshop" 
stemmed from the transformation in scholarship rather than from any 
direct personal influence. 
The previous chapter has already described the factors that 
entered into the large-scale transformation of scholarship and their 
effects in turn upon the academic library. It is sufficient to 
repeat at this point that the combined influence of these factors 
made for a new approach to the academic library and a new concept of 
its possibilities for higher education. 
Justin Winsor's administration of the Harvard College Library 
Illustrates how the changing climate in the academic library helped 
prepare the way for the introduction of reference service. A scholar 
himself, Winsor was heartily in accord with the educational philos-
ophy that sought to make the college library the workshop for schol-
arship. 21 He brought about a complete change in atmosphere, with 
service to readers as characteristic of the new order as zealous 
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p ro t ec t i on of ma te r i a l s had been of the o ld . As Henry Ware, a contemj 
porary, described the change: 
A new l i f e and s p i r i t seem to pervade the p l a c e ; and I t I s safe 
to say tha t a public l i b r a r y does not ex i s t to which readers 
a re more c o r d i a l l y welcomed, or more i n t e l l i g e n t l y and courteous 
l y aided i n t h e i r r e sea rches , than the l i b r a r y of Harvard College 
under I t s present enlightened and modern management.22 
Winsor's r epor t s indica ted some of the ways i n which he 
s t rove to extend the "aid i n researches" t o which Ware a l luded. He 
i n s t i t u t e d an ingenious system of "notes and q u e r i e s , " - - h i s name for 
a row of spindles on which inqu i r e r s could p l ace s l i p s of paper 
bearing t h e i r ques t ions . The s l i p having been'hung up on the 
sp ind le , i t would wait t he re u n t i l anyone who possessed the necessary] 
cu r lous i t y and knowledge supplied the answer . 2 5 
A more ambitious venture was the p repara t ion of l i s t s of 
references i n a n t i c i p a t i o n of the s t u d e n t s ' essays, themes and 
" forens ics" (debates •) .24 Winsor a l so advocated teaching the use of 
books and l i b r a r i e s to the undergraduates, arguing t ha t such i n s t r u c -
t i o n would do much to promote the use of the l i b r a r y . 
I t i s a l i b r a r i a n ' s luxury when a man comes to him who knows 
how to master a book and to dominate a l i b r a r y . If our 
col leges would pay more a t t e n t i o n to the methods by which a 
subject i s de f t l y a t tacked , and would teach the t r u e use of 
encyclopedic and b ib l iog raph ica l he lps , they would do much 
to make the l i b r a r y more s e r v i c e a b l e . 2 5 
I t was never qui te c l ea r , however, whether Winsor meant such Ins t ruc- | 
t i on to be furnished by the facu l ty or by the l i b r a r y s t a f f . His 
own repor t s did not descr ibe any such program i n h i s l i b r a r y , and 
i t i s probable tha t Winsor did not develop the idea . 
I t i s evident tha t the Harvard Library , under the inf luence 
of Winsor's new philosophy of " s e r v i c e , " was c e r t a i n l y offering some 
forms of a s s i s t ance to r e ade r s . Such ass i s t ance was, however, 
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clearly quite unorganized and informal, and it never achieved the 
prestige of departmental status, as the work of cataloging, ordering, 
circulation and shelf arrangement had already done. There is good 
reason to believe that Wins or's advocacy of reference lists and group 
instruction may have led him to minimize the necessity or even the 
utility of individual assistance. For example, though he was-some-
thing of an authority on reference books and two of his lists of such 
works were published, he gave no indication in either compilation' 
that the librarian might be expected to provide personal assistance 
to the readers using the books.26 
A further explanation of Winsor's relative Indifference to 
reference work is suggested by his strong belief in the efficacy of 
the subject catalog. Cutter had already properly pointed out that 
the subject catalog constituted the most important tool for the 
library's information service.27 Winsor went somewhat further and 
intimated that the subject catalog was self-sufficient and rendered 
the personal services of the library staff no longer necessary.' 
There is no factor in the efficiency of a library equal to 
the Catalogue. It used to be the librarian. Van den Weyer 
in 1849, in his remarks before the Royal Commission at the 
British Museum, when some librarians were raising all sorts 
of objections against the preparation of even Author's 
Catalogues, met them very squarely when he told them, that 
the librarians who undervalued catalogues were aiming to 
make themselves personally indispensable. It was a telling 
blow at the traditional librarian and It was the truth. The 
race is not yet dead; and I could name one or two in this coun-" 
try.2B 
These facts indicate that the new concept of the library as 
the "laboratory" of the college was not in itself synonymous with 
that of reference service. Nevertheless, the "doctrine of use" was 
a necessary preliminary to full development of the idea of reference 
work. Displacing the previously held view that the college librar-
ian had little to do with readers, it focused the attention of 
i 
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Librarians upon the needs of their clientele and led them to look for 
new means of meeting those needs. 
"Aid to Readers" 
The educational role which had, in a sense, been imposed upon 
the college librarians by the new trends in higher education was 
eagerly assumed by the public librarians. From cordiality and 
willingness to assist readers It was only a short leap to a recogni-
tion of the responsibility to do so; from a more or less condescend-
ing interest in improving the reading tastes of the people, it was 
an easy transition to the idea that the proper function of the public 
library was to seek all means for maximum usefulness to its clientele 
It was, of course, an idea that had been implicit in the very found- . 
ing of public libraries, but it did not assume its full proportions 
until the growing professionalization of librarianship in the 
seventies and eighties led librarians to identify themselves as 
active workers for the service of the public. Melvil Dewey proudly 
called it the "modern library idea:" 
So came into prominence what we fondly term the "modern library 
idea." The old school librarian was a jailer who guarded his 
books, often from being read.... The modern librarian is 
active, not passive. He is as glad to welcome a reader as the 
earnest merchant a customer.... He magnifies his office, and 
recognizes in his profession an opportunity for usefulness to 
his fellows inferior to none.29 
Thus the eighties saw many public librarians already keenly conscious 
of the library's opportunities as an educational institution and 
alert to meet the needs of readers. Increasingly committed to a 
program of "aid to readers," they found a useful tool in the new 
technique of personal assistance described by Green. 
Green's own library greatly developed and amplified its 
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service to readers. The work was now being carried on, not just 
through the intermittent help of the chief himself, but by assistants 
specifically assigned to the task. Green's reports consistently 
emphasized the educational value of this service, and he took pride 
in the fact that the Worcester methods were winning general approval 
and imitation. "It is pleasant to note that the methods in vogue in 
this library have approved themselves to the judgment of managers of 
libraries in other places and that they are being adopted in many 
cities and large towns and In smaller communities."30 
The most important of the libraries to which Green alluded 
was the Boston Public Library, then the largest institution of i ts 
kind in the country. The Boston Public Library began, like the 
Worcester Public Library, by making no clear cut distinction between 
the themes of "information service" and "improvement in reading 
tastes." The work of assistance centered in the Lower Hall, which 
was that portion of the building containing the popular books avail-
able for home use. The service there was obviously designed to aid 
the less knowledgeable type of reader, unused to the management of 
the library apparatus and vague as to his own information require-
ments. The duties of the attendants in charge of this service con-
sisted mainly in showing readers how to use the catalog, giving 
suggestions in cases of doubt as to which book was wanted, recommend-
ing programs of reading, and advising parents and teachers on the 
reading requirements of children.31 Begun on a part-time basis as 
part of the other duties of the loan desk attendants, the work of 
assistance rapidly grew to the point where i t warranted a full-time 
position by 1885.32 
•A broadly representative view of the rapid expansion of 
I ••' 5 7 
of reference work (though it was not yet so called) in American 
libraries was furnished by the series of reports submitted to the 
American Library Association under the heading of "Aids and Guides." 
The 1885 report, compiled by William Foster, gave most of its atten-
tion to the usual lists, bulletins and catalogs. But it also indi-
cated the growing acceptance of a new type of "aid"—personal assist-
ance. Foster commented: "It is certainly one of the most gratifying 
evidences of- the gradual lifting of the level of library work that 
never before has there been anything like the degree of personal 
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assistance reported from the various libraries all over the country." 
For his 1886 report on the same topic of "aids to readers," 
Frederick Crunden of the St. Louis Public Library collected data from 
108 libraries. He found a growing sentiment in favor of the pro-
vision of personal assistance by the librarian as the most effective 
form of aid to the reader. 
Among the most acceptable and effective methods for assisting 
readers to the best books and sources of information, fifty-
three librarians report "personal help." Many of them believe 
this to be the most important of all "aids;" and on this point 
again your reporter Is glad to record-his vote with the major-
ity. His own opinion is entirely in accord with the sentiment 
expressed in a number of the reports, that nothing can take the 
place of "an Intelligent and obliging assistant at the desk.""54 
Crunden's own enthusiasm for personal assistance led him to 
exaggerate somewhat the extent of the advances made. Indeed, on the 
evidence of his own statistics, a numerical "majority" in favor of 
such aid was yet to be achieved. Moreover, the very inclusion of 
personal assistance among indexes, bulletins, catalogs, and mechani-
cal devices in the category of "aids to readers" indicated that it 
was still regarded as of no real difference in kind, but only as 
another desirable technique or contrivance. 
Even as an "aid," scholarly libraries were still inclined to 
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doubt the prac t icab i l i ty and value of personal assistance, offering 
i t intermit tent ly , if at a l l . The ant i thesis in points of view was 
clearly brought out by the experience at the Boston Public Library. 
Though in the Lower Hall (the "popular l ibrary") the work of a s s i s t -
ance warranted a full-t ime position, in Bates Hall (catering to the 
more scholarly class of readers) there was a strong disposi t ion to 
l imit personal aid by l ib ra r ians , in deference to the supposed 
ab i l i t y and desire of the more learned readers to minister to the i r 
wants by themselves. When the Examining Committee suggested in 1887 
that there should be in Bates Hall a "person whose sole duty i t 
would be to answer questions of a l l sor ts , and to d i rec t inquirers 
in the i r search for information,"35 the recommendation received the 
s t i f f reply from the Trustees that i t was hardly practicable in that 
i t would require the transfer of personnel from other and more importl 
ant work.36 Similarly John Schwarta, writing as l a t e as 1889, s t i l l 
took i t for granted that personal assistance would be suitable only 
for small l i b r a r i e s , and then only when other means of satisfying 
readers were lacking.3 ' ' ' 
I t i s a l l but cer tain that most universi ty and reference 
l ib ra r ies followed policies closer to Schwartz' views than to 
Crunden's. An analysis of the l ibrary reports for the eighties 
brings forward l i t t l e evidence that the scholarly l ib ra r ies had 
accepted the work of personal assistance as anything more than a 
casual and intermittent part of l ibrary dut ies . The reports of the 
Lenox and Astor Libraries, the major research collections in New 
York City, ignored the subject completely, though problems of ac-
quisit ions and cataloging received consistent and detailed descrip-
t ion . I t i s a fa i r inference that the provision of information to 
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readers formed no r egu la r pa r t of the s t a f f d u t i e s . 
The inference i s equal ly j u s t i f i a b l e i n the case of the 
Library of Congress under Spofford's admin i s t ra t ion . W. Dawson 
Johns ton ' s memorial address paid ample t r i b u t e to Spofford 's 
•personal zeal and courtesy in dea l ing with the quest ions re fer red to 
him by the members of Congress . 3 8 Yet Spofford 's own r epo r t s made no 
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mention of reference work. Admittedly these were so skimpy as to 
afford no more than negat ive evidence, but i t i s safe to conclude 
tha t reference work under Spofford was a one-man show, the by-product 
of h i s own amazing memory and scho la r ly accomplishments and qui te 
i n c i d e n t a l to h i s other d u t i e s . 
Melvil Dewey and Reference Work a t Columbia 
While most academic and reference l i b r a r i e s were s t i l l 
h e s i t a t i n g over the value of ind iv idua l a s s i s t ance as a useful 
technique for a id ing r eade r s , a t l e a s t one had a t ta ined a much more 
advanced p o s i t i o n . Under Dewey's dynamic and p o s i t i v e l e ade r sh ip , 
the Columbia College Library had already recognized tha t such a s s i s t -
ance was more than jus t another aid or subs id ia ry a c t i v i t y , t ha t the 
personal help given to ind iv idua l readers was a necessary and i n t e -
gra l p a r t of the l i b r a r y ' s educational funct ion . 
I t would be d i f f i c u l t to a s c e r t a i n p r e c i s e l y to what extent 
Dewey's enlarged concept-of reference work stemmed from outs ide 
in f luences , but undoubtedly these had a l a rge share i n the formation 
of h i s i deas . As sec re ta ry of the American Library Associat ion, 
manager of the Library Bureau and edi tor of the Library Journal , 
Dewey had been i n the very foref ront of the public l i b r a r y movement 
and was ind isputab ly well-acquainted with the pioneer e f for t s of the 
publ ic l i b r a r i a n s in developing the concept of reference work. 
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There i s some d i rec t evidence to indicate that he was consciously 
aiming at adapting the principles f i r s t enunciated by the public 
l ibrar ians to the college l ibrary s i tua t ion . Thus, in the address 
which he gave to the Brooklyn Library trustees in 1885, Dewey out-
lined the progress which the "modern l ibrary idea" had made in public 
l i b r a r i e s and then, in reference to his own work.at Columbia, s ta ted: 
"We are trying to work out the modern l ibrary idea in a universi ty 
l i b r a r y . " 3 9 
Whatever his debt; to his predecessors, Dewey, with his 
charac te r i s t i c elan, went well ahead of them in the specific and 
ful ly developed concept of reference service which he formulated 
during his stay at Columbia College. For Dewey there was no longer 
any question of reference work being considered peripheral to the 
ac t iv i ty of the l i b ra ry . He recognized that the educational function 
of the library"involved a responsibi l i ty for interpret ing the r e -
sources to the user and that i t was necessary to assign personnel 
speci f ica l ly to the task of in te rpre ta t ion . In his f i r s t Circular 
of Information at Columbia (1884), Dewey gave, under the rubric of 
''aids to readers ," the following expl ic i t statement of the l i b r a r y ' s 
respons ib i l i t i es for reference service. 
The Library i s not content to accumulate and safely s tore many 
thousands of volumes. Nor is i t sufficient to have carefully 
classif ied and fully catalogued i t s t reasures . , With the 
limited time at the command of students and invest igators , and 
the immense amount of material with which the individual must 
often deal, the aid of some one ful ly acquainted with the 
resources of the l ib rary , able to discriminate between the 
.-sources of information, and adjust them to the manifold needs 
of readers, and at hand to Impart the desired help, becomes 
imperatively necessary. Where to find and how to get at the 
fu l l e s t and readies t answer to his questions, i s the s tudent 's 
prac t ica l want . . . . 
To meet this proper demand, the Library offers students 
the best bibliographies, cyclopaedias, d ic t ionar ies , and other 
works., of reference, and aims to induce them by example, by 
discriminating counsel, and by d i rec t t ra in ing, to know these 
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books, to use them In te l l igen t ly , and to acquire the habit of 
hunting down a needed f a c t . . . . 
What are the best books on the subject, in what order, and 
how to take them up, are points on which the undergraduate 
student most often needs l i gh t . Students working up subjects 
for theses, prize essays, orat ions, debates, e tc . find th is 
feature of the Library organization of the greatest u t i l i t y , 
and i t i s the f i r s t and paramount duty of the Reference 
Librarian to give such h e l p . 4 0 
Dewey did not f a i l to put these principles into prac t ice . 
The ros te r of l ib ra ry staff members included in his f i r s t annual 
report l i s t ed George Baker and William G. Baker as members of the 
"reference department." The former was "in special charge of law, 
po l i t i c a l science and h is tory ;" the l a t t e r "in special charge of 
sciences, a r t s , and s e r i a l s . " 4 1 I t i s clear that the term "reference 
department" here rea l ly meant organized personal assistance, for in 
answer to Crunden's questionnaire of 1885, Columbia reported that 
" i t keeps two reference l ibrar ians specially to aid i n q u i r e r s . " 4 2 
By 1886 Dewey could report that the work of the new department was 
growing constantly in extent and usefulness, and he added the signif-
icant comment that "we esteem this perhaps the most important s ingle 
department."43 
Reference Service 
By showing that personal assistance was centra l , not periph-
e ra l , to l ib ra ry service and that the most effective way of providing 
i t was to assign personnel specif ical ly to that task, Dewey supplied 
the essent ia l l a s t links in the development of the concept of re fe r -
ence service. The new concept rapidly gained other adherents in the 
next decade. Where Crunden's study had shown that many s t i l l had 
reservations on these points , the l ib rary l i t e r a t u r e of the subse-
quent ten years gave clear evidence that "des i rabi l i ty" had 
crystal l ized into necessity and responsibi l i ty , and that casual, 
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intermit tent help was being replaced by specific administrative 
organization. " I t i s in precisely th is d i r e c t i o n ^ i . e . answering 
questions^ that the l ib ra ry does i t s best work and becomes a means 
of r ea l help to the stud-ents," stated the l i b ra r i an of the Cambridge 
Public Library in 1886.4 4 William E. Foster supplied the added and 
t e l l i ng argument that i t would r ea l ly be an economy of time to con-
centrate the work of answering questions in the hands of special 
a s s i s t an t s , for otherwise i t would in terfere with routine operations 
of the l ibrary s t a f f . 4 5 
As the new, unified conception gained wide acceptance and 
became securely established in the practice of American l ibrarianship ' 
the term "reference work" began to replace the older, vaguer terms 
"aid to readers" and "assistance to readers ." In 1891 i t appeared 
for the f i r s t time in the index to the Library Journal. In the same 
year the f i r s t a r t i c l e on reference work specif ical ly so t i t l e d was 
published.4 6 The a r t i c l e consisted of a series of papers on the 
nature and methods of reference work at the Brooklyn Library, the 
Prat t I n s t i t u t e Library, and the Columbia College Library. The tone 
of the papers was uniformly matter-of-fact, not exhortatory; in 
these l i b r a r i e s , at l eas t , reference work was a pract ice , not an 
aspirat ion. 
The 1894 meeting of the Massachusetts Library Club was 
devoted to discussion of the same topic. There was a general agree-
ment among the speakers that "there i s no place so large and none so 
small, but what reference work can be done."4*'' Adelaide Hasse's 
a r t i c l e of 1895 indicated that special t raining courses for reference 
workers were being given by many l i b r a r i e s . 4 8 From 1896 on, reference 
work occupied a regular place on the programs of the American Library 
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Association conferences. 
By that time specialized reference workers were to be found 
in at least a dozen of the larger public libraries. However, only a 
few academic and reference libraries could boast of similar advances. 
Columbia continued its leadership and achieved a further degree of 
specialization in reference service in that its reference department 
was subdivided along subject lines. Herbert Baxter Adams had high 
commendation for the specialized assistance provided for the students 
in the Columbia College School of Political Science. "The librarian 
there serves as an efficient mediator between men and books. Like 
the person whose duty it is in our great railway stations to answer 
the questions of perplexed travelers, Mr. George D. Baker...informs 
every inquirer where to go for what he wants."49 
Other scholarly libraries which appointed specialized refer-
n 
ence workers in the decade after 1885 were the New York State 
Library and Cornell University Library. The establishment of a 
reference department at the former institution followed directly up-
on Melvil Dewey's appointment as chief librarian in 1888. Only one 
member of the staff (D.V.R. Johnston) was assigned solely to refer-
ence work, but the archivist and the "sub-librarians" for education, 
law and legislation undoubtedly spent at least part of their time in 
supplying information to readers and correspondents.50 
At Cornell University an interest in some phases of reference 
work has been demonstrated as early as 1886, when the then acting 
librarian, George Harris, gave a course of lectures on "bibliography} 
In 1891, the opening of a new building and an increase in staff made 
possible "the establishment of the long desired Reference Library... 
with the appointment of an assistant librarian to take charge of this! 
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l ib ra ry , a s s i s t students in the use of the ca.talogue, and in the i r 
researches, and to give such information as may be needed to f a c i l i -
t a te the use of books." 
The above statement is noteworthy in that i t reveals c lear ly 
the rather limited scope of reference services even in those college 
l i b r a r i e s which had come so far as to employ l ibrar ians speci f ica l ly 
for that task. Interpret ing the catalog and ass is t ing undergraduate 
students were the chief respons ib i l i t i es of the reference worker in 
the American college of the 1890's, with only an occasional hint as 
yet that such assistance might be pert inent to more advanced 
researches. 
At most other academic and reference l ib ra r i e s the service 
was s t i l l on a part-time bas is , where indeed i t was offered at a l l . 
At Harvard the staff roster s t i l l did not l i s t anyone with t i t l e of 
reference l ib ra r i an . Thomas Kiernan, the Superintendent of Circula-
t ion , did give valuable assistance in i n q u i r i e s , 5 2 but in addition 
to his reference dut ies , he presided over the delivery desk, super-
vised conduct in the reading room and had charge of the l i b r a r y ' s 
b inding. 5 3 Despite his personal g i f t s , the reference service at 
Harvard must have been extremely l imited. 
At the Library of Congress the public services had simply 
been marking time, as the lack of space and of staff prevented the 
l ib ra ry from doing much more than receiving and storing i t s new 
acquis i t ions. Whatever reference service was offered was largely 
a matter of Spofford's supplying information from his own Intimate 
knowledge of the co l l ec t ions . 5 4 With the new building promising a 
solution for the most pressing problem of space, Spofford began to 
give a t tent ion to the improvement of the public service departments 
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of the L i b r a r y . 5 5 
But Spofford 's s ta tements even a t t h i s time never made i t 
c l ea r t h a t he had i n mind the o rgan iza t ion of a fu l l - f l edged r e f e r -
ence department. This suppos i t ion i s borne out by the f a c t t h a t the 
l i b r a r y , as l a t e as 1896, s t i l l did not have a s i n g l e f u l l - t i m e 
re fe rence worker. David Hutcheson, who bore the resp lendent t i t l e 
of "chief of the l i b r a r y s e r v i c e , " o f f i c i a l l y functioned as Spofford's 
" r e p r e s e n t a t i v e to supply books and information and to answer a l l 
i n q u i r i e s t h a t are needful to be answered." Actual ly he spent a 
l a rge p a r t of h i s time i n c a t a l o g i n g . 5 6 
Of the o ther major r e sea rch l i b r a r i e s of the period—Yale 
Un ive r s i ty Library , the Lenox L ib ra ry , the Astor L ibra ry , the 
Newberry Library , the Un ive r s i ty of Chicago L i b r a r y - - i t can only be 
s t a t e d tha t t h e i r r e p o r t s made no mention of r e fe rence s e r v i c e s . I t 
i s a f a i r inference tha t i f a s s i s t a n c e was In f a c t being provided, 
as i t probably was, i t was being done only on an informal and p a r t -
time b a s i s . 
An unusual ly comprehensive and d e t a i l e d p i c t u r e of contem-
porary opinion on the admin i s t r a t i on of r e sea rch l i b r a r i e s was 
supplied by the test imony given a t the hear ings held by the U.S. 
Congress 's J o i n t Committee on the Library of Congress i n November 
and December of 1896. The immediate purpose of the i n v e s t i g a t i o n 
was t o inqu i re i n t o the condi t ion of the Library of Congress and to 
br ing out recommendations for i t s r eo rgan i za t i on , but , s ince the 
witnesses included the most eminent l i b r a r i a n s of the day, i n a 
broader sense the testimony was r e p r e s e n t a t i v e of the needs and 
p o l i c i e s of American r e sea rch l i b r a r i e s i n genera l . 
The g rea t majori ty of the opinions held t h a t the Congres-
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slonal Library 's f i r s t need was for more and be t te r ca ta loging. 5 " 
Underlying th i s recommendation was evidently a strong f a i t h in the 
value of the dict ionary catalog as the preeminent tool for the reveal-
ing the l i b r a r y ' s resources on a given subject. Some of the s t a t e -
ments in support of the subject catalog went so far as to indicate 
an almost naive belief in the subject-cata log 's self-suff ic iency, 
implying that the properly made catalog would almost automatically 
and with a minimum of effort supply the answer to any inquiry. Thus 
W. H. Brett t e s t i f i ed that "you could find in a properly made cata-
logue everything the l ib ra ry has on the subject, no matter what i t 
i s . " 5 8 ' 
William Fletcher, of the Amherst College Library, had no such 
f a i t h . In a strongly-worded dissent he proclaimed his doubts as to 
the f e a s i b i l i t y and d e s i r a b i l i t y of involved analyt ical cataloging, 
predict ing tha t with the increasing s i ze of collections such a 
system would break down of i t s own weight. Instead he recommended 
"the employment of a suff icient number of i n t e l l i gen t and trained 
ass i s tan t l i b r a r i ans , at whose hands whatever the l ib ra ry has of 
catalogue or bibliographic apparatus will be readi ly placed at the 
service of readers and always supplemented by quick-witted i n t e l -
ligence."59 
Bret t ' s views and those of Fletcher represented the extremes; 
most of the other opinions fell, somewhere in between. Probably a 
f a i r statement of the consensus posi t ion would have been tha t re fe r -
ence service was supplementary to the subject guides furnished by 
the catalog and would have to be postponed or placed on a minimal 
basis u n t i l the l ib ra ry was in good mechanical o rde r . 6 0 This position 
would have been in conformity with"most of the reference work 
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a c t u a l l y be ing done a t t he t i m e , which s t r o n g l y s t r e s s e d t h e i n t e r -
p r e t a t i o n of t h e c a t a l o g . For i n s t a n c e , as Herber t Putnam d e s c r i b e d 
r e f e r e n c e work i n h i s own Boston Publ ic L i b r a r y , i t had " t h r e e 
a t t e n d a n t s c o n s t a n t l y I n charge of t he card c a t a l o g u e i n t e r p r e t i n g 
f e a t u r e . We have t h r e e o the r a t t e n d a n t s a t d i f f e r e n t p o i n t s i n t h e 
Hal l who a re answering r e a d e r s . " 6 ! 
The h e a r i n g s a l s o produced s e v e r a l glowing p rophec ies f o r 
t h e f u t u r e . Dewey looked forward t o a v a s t expansion of b i b l i o -
g raph ic work—the p r e p a r a t i o n of t r u s t w o r t h y l i s t s of r e f e r e n c e s and 
guides t o s u b j e c t s . Spofford and h i s s t a f f had done p r a c t i c a l l y .. 
no th ing i n t h i s d i r e c t i o n , he s t a t e d , l a r g e l y owing t o the i nadequa t e 
q u a r t e r s and the l a c k of p e r s o n n e l . The new l i b r a r y should do "one 
hundred- fo ld more ." He foresaw the day when every l i b r a r y and every 
s c h o l a r I n t h e coun t ry would f e e l f r e e t o c a l l upon t h e L i b r a r y of 
Congress fo r in fo rmat ion on a s u b j e c t or t h e l o c a t i o n of a b o o k . 6 2 
W. T. H a r r i s , Commissioner of Educa t ion , had i n mind t h e employment 
of a whole corps of s u b j e c t s p e c i a l i s t s a t t h e L i b r a r y of Congress , 
a group of e x p e r t s who would n o t only s e l e c t the m a t e r i a l s f o r t h e i r 
depar tments bu t be competent t o f u r n i s h in fo rmat ion on a s c a l e going 
wel l beyond t h e s imple answering of f a c t u a l i n q u i r i e s and t h e i n d i c a -
t i o n of p o s s i b l e s o u r c e s . 6 3 
Such e x p e c t a t i o n s went wel l beyond contemporary p r a c t i c e and 
form t h e s u b j e c t - m a t t e r of succeeding c h a p t e r s , r a t h e r than t h a t of 
t he p r e s e n t . I n t h i s f i r s t s t a g e i n t h e development of r e f e r e n c e 
s e r v i c e s p rog re s s had been c o n s i d e r a b l y more modest. Even s o , t he 
h i s t o r y of r e f e r e n c e s e r v i c e s could show a number of impor tan t s t e p s 
a l r e a d y t aken . The f i r s t s t e p had been t h e s t a t ement of t he d e s i r -
a b i l i t y of p e r s o n a l a s s i s t a n c e , r e f l e c t e d i n p r a c t i c e by t h e w i l l i n g -
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ness to offer guidance to individual readers, though this help was 
rather casual and intermittent. The next stage was distinguished by 
the recognition of a felt need for a program of personal assistance, 
if only to supplement the other means of meeting the needs of 
readers. More and more libraries were then offering personal help 
as a useful adjunct to the other "aids to readers." With the growing 
concern over the library's role as an educational institution, 
personal assistance came to be seen, not as peripheral, but as 
central in the library's responsibilities, a service which would 
require personnel with special training and expressly assigned to the 
task of Interpreting the library's resources. As personal assistance 
came to be recognized as an important feature of library service, i t 
acquired a distinctive name--"reference work"--and departmental 
status. 
In this progression the public libraries consistently took 
the lead, impelled no doubt by the sound practical motives that 
first inspired Green to see the "desirableness of personal inter-
course between librarians and readers." The university and refer-
ence libraries, while following essentially the same course, were 
generally slowed down by a number of braking forces stemming from 
the background factors described in the previous chapter. The 
university library had first to overcome the inertia of the custodial 
tradition. The transformation of scholarship gave the university 
library a greatly expanded role In the academic process. At the same 
time i t brought vigorous demands for augmented collections and 
Improved physical facilit ies. . The problems of acquisitions and 
accomodation unquestionably had first priority on university librar-
ians' attention throughout this period and quite overshadowed 
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matters of internal administration other than cataloging. 
The development of subject cataloging in its turn had impor-
tant implications for reference service. At first its success 
carried, with it the idea that proper mechanical organization could 
in itself largely achieve the requisite subject approach. To some 
extent this idea persisted throughout the period under review, but 
most commonly it came to be felt that the complexity of the catalog 
itself called for assistance by the librarian in its use. Inter-
preting the catalog to the presumably befuddled reader became the 
most common task of the reference librarian. 
This duty was also in keeping with the prevalent notion that 
personal assistance was a method suitable primarily for the 
uninitiated library user. Where assistance was provided in the 
academic library it went customarily to the undergraduate student 
and was often undertaken with the aim of teaching the use of books. 
Again, such practice corresponded rather closely to the demands of 
the scholars, who had voiced a certain interest in the bibliographic 
instruction of the students, but who seldom expressed a clear-cut de-
mand for reference services in their own researches. The statements 
of Adams, Harris, Burgess and Hubert Howe Bancroft were, however, 
already harbingers of a demand for the more specialized reference 
services for which Dewey had provided the prototype. 
Thanks to these braking forces, the reference service picture 
showed rather large variations, from the New York State Library, 
which was well on its way to subject specialization, to such insti-
tutions as Yale and the Lenox Library where it had not yet made any 
perceptible impress. In general the large public libraries had 
already given reference service departmental status, but the univer-
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sity libraries had not. Nearly all research libraries had however 
grown to the point of recognizing reference service as a regular 
library function. The start had been made. 
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CHAPTER III 
REFERENCE SERVICE IN THE GENERAL RESEARCH LIBRARIES, 1896-1916: 
GROWTH AND ORGANIZATION 
The twenty years following Green's ground-breaking paper of 
1876 constituted the pioneer period in the development of reference 
service. Vague and heterogeneous ideas had crystallized into a 
unified conception, and a marginal activity had become a recognized 
and specialized function. The next two decades were a period of 
consolidation and development, translating the ideas explored in 
the previous generation into organizational forms and standard 
patterns of practice. 
The Growth of Reference Services in Public Libraries 
The public libraries had been amongst the most active in 
promoting reference service in the pioneer period of its history, 
and in general they maintained their momentum in the next twenty 
years. In a relatively straight-forward course of expansion and 
intensification of reference service, the public libraries came to 
give the work of assistance departmental status, added steadily to 
their staff of reference librarians, extended the hours of service 
to evenings and Sundays, undertook to supply assistance by mail and 
telephone, and brought the service closer to the consumer by a 
system of branch library reference service. 
Most of the larger public libraries were employing special-
ized reference workers by the end of the nineteenth century, and 
from this point their usual course was to give formal recognition 
to the importance of reference service by making it a separate 
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department. The achievement of departmental s ta tus also reflected 
the fact that there was a steady growth in the volume and d ive r s i ty 
of reference services in public l i b r a r i e s . While this growth was 
not susceptible to confirmation by d i rec t measurement, i t was clear-
ly implied by the increase in the number of reference l i b r a r i a n s . 
In a progression typical of most metropolitan l i b r a r i e s , the re fe r -
ence staff of the Detroi t Public Library doubled in numbers in the 
space of a dozen y e a r s . u l 
The increase in staff was in par t dictated by the extension 
of the number of out le ts for reference service. Within the main 
l ib ra ry buildings, service by telephone and correspondence came to 
supplement the regular across-the-desk f a c i l i t i e s , and after 1900 
reference service was generally available in branch l i b r a r i e s as 
w e l l . 2 
Reference work in the branches was aimed chiefly at the needs 
of adults studying in the evening schools, members of study clubs, 
and high school s tudents . While this branch service was limited to 
assistance of an elementary kind, i t had several important implica-
t ions for the development of reference service to research as wel l . 
For one, the extension of reference service to l ib ra ry agencies 
which had h i the r to been concerned only with the supply of popular 
books for home reading was indicat ive of the high esteem which the 
function was beginning to command in l i b r a ry thinking. An annual 
report of the Boston Public Library claimed that "the reference 
work of the branches and reading rooms is perhaps the i r most import-
ant funct ion." 3 While th i s claim was not supported by any conclusive 
evidence, the fact that i t was made at a l l was s igni f icant . More 
and more the reference service of the public l ib ra ry was coming to 
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exemplify and jus t i fy i t s pretentions to serious educational in f lu -
ence in the community. 
In a more immediate sense the reference work in the branches 
affected services to research by bringing about a more c lear ly 
realized d i f fe ren t ia t ion in level of service . With the branches 
taking care of much of the simpler reference work, the main l i b r a r -
ies were more free to become the centers for scholarly ac t i v i t y . 
The d i s t inc t ion was made evident in a statement of the Detro i t Public 
Library. "The central l i b r a ry should, fundamentally, present the 
complete and well rounded reference l ib ra ry where the ripened schol-
ar may continue his learned invest igat ions for the benefit of man-
kind, but the branch l ib ra ry is properly supplemental to our grammar 
and high schools, especially for those denied the pr iv i lege of 
higher education."4 Probably th i s statement represented a plan for 
the future ra ther than the s i tua t ion which then existed, but by 
1913 a number of public l ib ra ry reports a t tes ted to the fact that 
there was already a s ignif icant increase in the use of the central 
buildings for research . 5 
The Growth of Reference Services in University Libraries 
From the outset the univers i ty l i b r a r i e s had been slower than 
the public l i b r a r i e s in accepting the necessity for reference 
service. By and large the r e l a t i v e posi t ion remained unchanged 
through the two decades between 1896 and World War I . / 
With the exception of Cornell and Columbia, the pr iva te 
un ivers i t i es were s t i l l without reference l ib ra r i ans spec i f ica l ly so 
t i t l e d in 1896, and only slowly came round to making organizational 
changes to that end. Yale did not appoint a reference l i b r a r i an 
un t i l 1900. Even then, the posi t ion was only a part-t ime one and re-
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malned such throughout the period presently under review. Clearly, 
reference service was a minor ac t iv i ty in the Yale University Library 
u n t i l after the f i r s t World War. 
Very much the same s i tua t ion prevailed at Cornell, Chicago 
and Harvard. At Cornell, Willard Austen, the only staff member de-
scribed as having reference dut ies , administered the "Reference 
Library" as a part-time respons ib i l i ty . His assistance to readers 
was confined to lectures on bibliography and occasional ins t ruc t ion 
in the use of the l ib rary t o o l s . 7 The reference service there was 
obviously l i t t l e changed from the rather simple and rudimentary form 
in which i t was f i r s t begun in 1891. 
At both Chicago and Harvard, the high degree of decentral iza-
t ion stood in the way of the formation of strong central l ib ra ry 
reference services. During the i n i t i a l decade of the Library 's 
existence, reference work at Chicago was limited to the provision of 
general reference books, along with such occasional assistance as 
could be furnished by the associate l ib ra r ian herse l f . 8 In his r e o r -
ganization of the l ibrary following Mrs. Dixson's resignation, 
Librarian Burton established a "readers ' department" which was 
responsible for both c i rcula t ion and reference service . The new 
plan provided one full- t ime l ib ra r i an for assistance in the re fe r -
ence room and additional ass is tants to help in the use of the 
ca ta log . 9 However, the departmental l i b r a r i e s , which loomed so large 
In the general p ic ture of l ib ra ry service at Chicago, did not employ 
fu l l time reference personnel, the attendants in charge being 
expected to carry on such work along with thei r other d u t i e s . 1 0 Since 
none of these attendants had had previous l ib ra ry t raining or 
experience;- i t i s f a i r to assume that the service available could 
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only have been severely l imited. 
For most of the period under review, Harvard's main l ib ra ry , 
l ike Chicago's, provided personal assistance only as a part-t ime 
function of the c i rcula t ion department, with Thomas Kiernan, Super-
intendent of Circulation, continuing, as previously, to carry most 
of the load . 1 1 Though Kiernan's services drew warm praise from his 
superiors, the feeling grew that more assistance was required, 
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especially in the face of Harvard's unusually cumbersome catalogs. ** 
The pressure for additional assistance gained support from the 
r e su l t s of a survey of the Harvard l ibrary system conducted by two 
graduate students of the Harvard Business School In 1914. The 
surveyors recommended the organization of a reference department to 
provide the help needed by the s tuden t s . 1 3 This recommendation may 
have been responsible for the transformation of the Circulation 
Department into the Reference and Circulation Department, organized 
in 1915 under the supervision of Walter Briggs, formerly reference 
l i b ra r i an of the Brooklyn Public Library . 1 4 While the change in 
nomenclature seemed to indicate a greater in te res t in reference 
service at Harvard, the reports themselves gave l i t t l e evidence of 
any marked a l te ra t ion in the volume or nature of service in the main 
l i b ra ry . Briggs himself simply took over a l l the respons ib i l i t i e s 
formerly held by Kiernan, most of them quite unrelated to reference 
service,- and none of his subordinates gave fu l l time to reference 
work. 
The foregoing review of developments in the chief private 
univers i t ies indicates, that in most of these ins t i tu t ions reference 
service was only beginning to be recognized as a d i s t i nc t function 
warranting i t s own full- t ime personnel. This generalization does 
not apply to Columbia Univers i ty . As i nhe r i t o r s of the t r a d i t i o n 
establ ished by Dewey and Baker, Librar ians Canfield and Johnston 
vigorously supported the promotion of reference s e rv i ce . Canfield 
pressed s t rongly for the inaugurat ion of an expanded service tha t 
would provide reference s p e c i a l i s t s for a l l the subject d iv i s ions of 
the u n i v e r s i t y . " I t i s hoped tha t t h i s i s the beginning of a f u l l 
corps of reference l i b r a r i a n s ; including a t l e a s t one thoroughly 
competent, we l l - t r a ined , experienced man for each of the grea t d i v i -
sions of the l i b r a r y . " 1 5 While he did not r e a l i z e t h i s goal , he 
achieved enough to be able to take pr ide i n the valued performance 
of h i s s t a f f . 1 6 Canfield found spec ia l s a t i s f a c t i o n i n the f ac t 
t ha t service was not r e s t r i c t e d to undergraduates, but was of r e a l 
help to research personnel both within and without the u n i v e r s i t y . 
Canfield 's successor, W. Dawson Johnston, shared s imi lar 
views of the necess i ty for increased personal s e r v i c e . Johnston 's 
f i r s t repor t advocated the adoption of a system of departmental 
l i b r a r i e s s taffed by subject s p e c i a l i s t s , 1 8 and t h i s remained a 
major theme through the e n t i r e period of h i s adminis t ra t ion . 
Johnston made a good s t a r t towards h i s goal of a highly qual -
i f ied reference s t a f f by h i s appointments i n 1911-12 and 1912-15, 
r e c r u i t i n g men of the ca l iber of J . David Thompson, Alfred Robert 
and Dr. H. V. Arny for the pos i t ions of law l i b r a r i a n , medical 
l i b r a r i a n and pharmacy l i b r a r i a n r e spec t ive ly . He a lso managed to 
secure fu l l - t ime appointments of qual i f ied personnel for the School 
of Philosophy, the School of P o l i t i c a l Science, the School of 
Applied Science, and the School of Journalism. 
After t h i s auspicious beginning, the ambitious program for 
reference service at C©lumbia came to an abrupt h a l t when Johnston 
resigned, apparently under faculty pressure, in 1915. The subsequen 
appointment of Dean Lockwood, a professor of classics, as Acting 
Librarian.represented the assumption of control by the faculty, and 
in a sense the repudiation of Johnston's policies. At any rate, the 
annual reports said little more of these large plans for an expanded 
reference service, the Inference being, that they remained in abeyance 
The setback in the development of reference services at 
Columbia illustrated the common difficulty experienced in attempting 
to impose new functions on old, intrenched organizations. Though 
Columbia itself had probably gone farther than any other university, 
private or state, in accepting the idea .pf personal assistance as a 
library responsibility, as a group the older private universities 
undoubtedly were slower in making a place for reference service than 
were the state universities. 
As relative newcomers on the academic scene, the state univer-
sity libraries had the advantage of commencing their active opera-
tions as research institutions at a time when the idea and the 
techniques of reference work were becoming widely accepted. Where 
the older institutions tended to make personal assistance an extra 
and part-time function of existing departments, the state univer-
sities ordinarily proceeded rather rapidly toward the creation of 
full-fledged reference departments. Thus, at the University of 
Illinois Library, the formal organization of a reference department 
followed only three years after the appointment of the first full-
time staff member.20 
Significantly, the organization of the department at Illinois 
was coincident with the appointment of the Library's first pro-
fessionally trained chief librarian and with the opening of a new 
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building, both of these factors often serving elsewhere as well to 
t r igger the inception of reference work on a separate departmental 
bas i s . At the University of California, reference service had 
already been accepted in pr inciple and was being offered on a pa r t -
time basis before 1911, but the actual creat ion of a reference 
department had to be deferred u n t i l the construction of the Doe 
Library provided adequate physical f a c i l i t i e s . 2 ! Similarly, the 
reports of the University of Michigan Library, while containing 
occasional allusions to reference work in Davis1 administration, 
indicated that the service did not r e a l l y get off the ground u n t i l 
af ter the appointment of Theodore Wesley Koch as chief l i b r a r i a n in 
1905. In the same way, the a r r iva l of James Thayer Gerould (1906) 
proved to be a turning point in the progress of reference service at 
the University of Minnesota. 
In terms of increase in reference personnel, the h i s to ry of 
the Reference Department at the University of I l l i n o i s again pro-
vides a typical example of the s i tua t ion In s t a t e univers i ty 
l i b r a r i e s . From 1897 to 1908-09 the Library had one ful l - t ime pro-
fess ional ly trained reference l i b r a r i a n and the part- t ime service of 
ass i s tan ts from other departments, as well as a number of student 
a s s i s t an t s . From 1908-09 there were two ful l- t ime reference l i b r a r -
ians , and from 1913 on never less than t h r e e . 2 2 
While reference service became an established function in the 
main l i b r a r i e s of the s t a t e un ive r s i t i e s , personal assistance was 
seldom yet provided in the departmental l i b r a r i e s there . Many of 
the departmental l i b r a r i e s were quite Independent of the central 
l ib ra ry administration. They usually consisted of l i t t l e more than 
office collect ions available for occasional consultation, provisions 
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for service being wholly negligible. Even where, as at the Univer-
sity of California, the departmental libraries were officially under 
the administration of the chief librarian, the supervision was 
usually only nominal. The so-called "departmental librarians" were' 
in almost all cases no more than clerks who gave most of their time 
to non-library duties, and were quite incompetent to afford skilled 
assistance to readers. w 
Taken together, the foregoing accounts of the position of 
reference service in university libraries suggest that the usual 
development was one of only halting progress. A substantial advance 
had indeed been made. By 1915 reference work was' ordinarily accepted 
as a necessary service of the university library and in many cases 
was invested with the prestige of departmental status. In relatively 
few cases, however, had the university libraries yet put into 
practice the secondary specialization of reference work by subject 
fields that was so important for service to research workers. 
Some of the hindrances In the way of expansion of reference 
service in the university libraries have already been suggested. 
Lack of funds, inadequate physical facilities, and inability to 
obtain administrative supervision over the departmental libraries 
were perennial practical problems which effectively limited the 
horizons of even those most ardently in favor of augmenting service. 
Another factor inhibiting the development of reference 
service was the continued emphasis on acquisitions, especially on 
the part of the scholars themselves. This point was brought out 
most clearly at Columbia, when Lockwood became librarian. Since 
Lockwood represented the faculty point of view in library management, 
his ideas probably could be considered typical of the wishes of the 
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Columbia f acu l ty , and to a c e r t a i n degree of facu l ty members i n 
genera l . For him the main i s sue in l i b r a r y adminis t ra t ion was 
c l e a r l y acqu i s i t i ons . Lockwood's i n i t i a l r epor t s t a ted b l u n t l y : 
"During my incumbency I have l a id chief s t r e s s upon the acqu i s i t i on 
of b o o k s . . . . I n a u n i v e r s i t y l i b r a r y nothing can take the place of 
books. We must s t r a i n every nerve to keep pace with the growing 
output of the world 's scholar ly l i t e r a t u r e . " 2 4 
The s c h o l a r s ' emphasis on co l l ec t ions tended to lead the 
profess ional l i b r a r i a n s themselves i n t o equating l i b r a r y excel lence 
with extent of holdings , and brought on what amounted to a race i n 
acqu i s i t i ons . A commonplace in the r epor t s of the u n i v e r s i t y 
l i b r a r i e s was the request for l a rge r book funds, a request often 
but t ressed by s t a t i s t i c s showing the more rapid growth of other 
u n i v e r s i t i e s ' c o l l e c t i o n s . 2 5 Many of these exhortat ions were p l a i n l y 
no more than calculated t a c t i c s for securing i n t e r e s t and support 
for the l i b r a r y , but there was undoubtedly a very r e a l r i v a l r y among 
the various i n s t i t u t i o n s , and i t tended to focus a t t e n t i o n on the 
area most suscep t ib le to pub l i c i t y and claims of super io r i ty—the 
increase In access ions . 
Another continuing d i f f i c u l t y was the l i b r a r i a n s ' lack of 
s t a tus i n the u n i v e r s i t y community. W. Dawson Johnston complained 
t h a t the t r a d i t i o n a l view of l i b r a r i a n s h i p as a q u a s i - c l e r i c a l 
function s t i l l p e r s i s t e d , to the detriment of the organizat ion of 
an expert and extensive se rv i ce . Referring to the "naive concep-
t ions of what the du t i e s of a l i b r a r y a s s i s t a n t a r e , a n d . . . t h e 
equally mischievous conceptions of what h i s du t i e s should b e , " 
Johnston concluded t h a t , i n so fa r as these ideas p e r s i s t e d , " the 
expert serv ice which should be given i n a l a rge l i b r a r y must be 
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lacking and the duties of the library staff must remain largely cler-
ical in character." 
Johnston's charges were unintentionally confirmed by Pres-
ident Nicholas Murray Butler. When the latter sought to justify the 
appointment of a faculty member to take charge of the Columbia 
libraries, he intimated that professional librarians in general were 
only technicians who could not really understand and serve scholars' 
requirements.27 The same suspicion of librarians' capabilities seems 
to have lain behind the appointment of faculty members Coolidge, 
Burton and Schwab as chief librarians at Harvard, Chicago, and Yale 
respectively. 
How far such suspicions applied to reference librarians in 
particular is not clear. While there is no record of any overt 
faculty opposition to the Inauguration of reference service in 
university libraries, there is also no indication that the faculty 
members looked with favor upon the idea of librarians using mate-
rials on their behalf. A safe inference might be that faculty 
members accepted the idea that the library staff should provide 
personal assistance, but regarded such aid as pre-eminently suitable 
for students, not for mature scholars. 
The Growth of Reference Services In the 
" "Reference Libraries" 
Most of the difficulties that stood in the way of expansion 
of reference services in the university libraries stemmed from 
reasons peculiar to the university library situation, such as the 
divergent views of faculty and librarians on the proper management 
of libraries. These difficulties did not apply to the "reference 
libraries," which were more or less autonomous. Their rate of 
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progress was, accordingly, considerably more r ap id . Of course, the 
reference l i b r a r i e s were no more f ree from the p r a c t i c a l problems of 
Inadequate phys ica l f a c i l i t i e s and l imited funds than l i b r a r i e s of 
any other type, ( the r e f e r ence ' s e rv i ce s of the New York Publ ic 
Library limped along u n t i l the opening of the new bui ld ing in 1911), 
but such impediments were i nc iden t a l r a t h e r than i n t r i n s i c . 
Where ex terna l condit ions were favorable , the development of 
re ference serv ices i n such l i b r a r i e s was remarkable. The John 
Crerar Library, from the ou tse t of i t s operations i n 1896, numbered 
a fu l l - t ime reference l i b r a r i a n among i t s s t a f f . 2 8 By 1900 the 
volume of reference work was l a rge enough to warrant the employ-
ment of two re fe rence l i b r a r i a n s , both with Ph.D. deg rees . 2 9 The 
uniformly high ca l ibe r of these and subsequent members of the 
reference s t a f f warrants the be l i e f t ha t the John Crerar Library 
cons i s t en t ly s e t a high va lua t ion on the importance of reference 
s e r v i c e . 3 0 
Only a decade a f t e r i t s opening, the John Crerar Library 
embarked on a program of secondary s p e c i a l i z a t i o n by sub jec t , with 
the appointment of a medical reference l i b r a r i a n . 3 1 In pursuing t h i s 
po l icy the John Crerar Library was only following what was a l ready 
a c l e a r l y d i s c e r n i b l e p a t t e r n in "reference l i b r a r y " admin i s t r a t ion . 
Even before 1895 the New York S ta te Library , under Melvil Dewey, had 
made a f irm s t a r t toward subject s p e c i a l i z a t i o n i n reference se rv ice 
with the incept ion of spec ia l departments for law, manuscripts , 
medicine, sociology and education. All these , plus the h i s t o r y 
d i v i s i o n added i n 1898, now had l i b r a r i a n s devoting t h e i r e n t i r e 
time to the p a r t i c u l a r subject f i e l d . The goal , Dewey made c l e a r , 
was to provide desired information with speed and accuracy. 32 The 
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results, if Herbert Baxter Adams' experience was typical, were 
singularly successful, for Adams maintained that he nowhere enjoyed 
better facilities and service.33 
Dewey had foretold the adoption of a similar policy of subject 
specialization in reference service for the Library of Congress at 
the hearings of 1896, and the march of events in the national 
library proved him a successful prophet. Under the administration 
of Herbert Putnam, the organization evolved at the Library of Conr 
gress was a loose arrangement which dispersed reference duties among 
a number of library departments on a basis roughly corresponding to 
the level of difficulty and subject of the inquiries. 
Most of the simpler work of assistance devolved on the 
attendants In the Reading Room. In inquiries beyond the time or 
capacity of the Reading Room force, readers were referred to the 
more expert service available from the Division of Bibliography and 
a number of specialized divisions.34 
The chief effort of the Division of Bibliography went into 
the compilation of bibliographies rather than into direct aid to 
individuals, this- policy being in line with Putnam's reasoning that 
the Library of Congress, as the national library, had an obligation 
to extend its assistance to as wide a circle of readers as possible. 
However, for important inquirers (i.e., Congressmen or responsible . 
investigators),, the Division made extended searches, usually supply-
ing discriminated lists of sources, and occasionally even going so 
far as to make abstracts of the data required as well.35 The report 
for 1902 listed several hundred subjects of inquiry for which the 
Division had furnished extensive assistance of this kind.36 
The staff of the Division of Bibliography, though highly 
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qualified, was only prepared to deal with "general" reference 
questions. For the more abstruse inquiries, readers were referred 
to the librarians manning the specialized divisions. The manual of 
1901 listed the following specialized divisions: the Division of 
Documents, the Division of Manuscripts, the Division of Periodicals, 
the Division of Maps and Charts, the Division of Prints, the Divisior| 
of Music, and the Law Library.37 Though not set up specifically for 
informational service, the description of duties furnished by the 
manual indicated that these divisions were also expected to do 
reference work in connection with the use of their materials... 
The duty of the division Lof manuscripts J with reference to this 
material, as of the documents, maps, music and prints divisions 
with reference to the material in the custody, respectively, of 
each, is not merely to safe-guard It, but to aid in the 
acquisition, to classify and catalogue, to make It useful to -
readers, and to answer inquiries which relate to it or which 
may be answered effectively out of the special knowledge 
which its custody and administration involve.38 
With the addition of another special division (for Semitica 
and Oriental Literature, in 1914), the scheme of organization 
described in the manual of 1901 remained more or less unaltered for 
the res t of the pre-war period, but Putnam's reports showed that the 
work of " interpretat ion" (his favori te term) was a "sphere of useful-J 
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ness whicht wasj constantly increasing." As the revi ta l ized Librarjf 
of Congress became more t ruly the national l ibrary , i t f e l l heir to 
inquir ies from a l l over the country asking for information involving 
the use of materials not available in the local l i b r a r i e s . About 
10,000 l e t t e r of inquiry a year were being received by 1906.4 0 
In 1914 Putnam reviewed his l i b r a ry ' s progress during his 
administration, and found cause for sa t i s fac t ion in i t s accomplish-
ment. The two million volumes and the well-equipped building pro-
vided ample f a c i l i t i e s for research. More than tha t , "the f a c i l -
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i t i e s for access to i t , for the prompt and convenient use of i t , and 
for the in te rpre ta t ion of i t . . . a r e , as a whole, for the Invest igator , 
superior to those of any other American l i b r a r y . " 4 1 
Putnam's pride was probably warranted. The Library of Con-
gress ' only rea l r iva l among the general research l i b r a r i e s was the 
New York Public Library, and there the pat tern of development and 
organization was so similar as to reinforce Putnam's belief i n the 
excellence of his arrangements. As in the Library of Congress, 
reference service was at f i r s t limited to the part-t ime assistance 
available from the reading room attendants . The Readers' Depart-
ment organized by Billings combined c i rcula t ion and reference duties, 
The scope of the l a t t e r was res t r i c ted and conventional, s t ress ing 
ins t ruct ion in the use of the catalog. According to a descript ion 
of 1897, "off icials are stationed in the reading rooms in each 
building, whose duty i t i s to ass i s t readers, to advise in the use 
of the catalogues, and to aid in finding books on the open reference 
shelves."42 
However, the scope of the reference services was soon broaden-
ed by the establishment of specialized divisions—the Oriental 
Department, the Slavonic Department, and the Public Documents Depart-
ment in 1898-99, and the Prints and Manuscripts Departments in 1899-
1900. The process of specia l izat ion did not reach fu l l f ru i t ion un-
t i l after the opening of the new building in 1911. Billings him-
self was responsible for the design of the building, which represent-
ed in concrete form the embodiment of his ideas for research l ib ra ry 
s e r v i c e . 4 3 In i t s broad outlines i t paralleled rather closely the 
arrangement of the Library of Congress. The large main reading room, 
with i t s 30,000 reference books accessible on open shelves, was 
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primarily for the use of the general readers, with the familiar 
"information desk," manned by trained l ib ra r i ans , available for theirj 
a s s i s t ance . 4 4 For the serious invest igator and spec ia l i s t , the 
l ib rary building provided no less than f i f teen special reading rooms, 
each under the supervision of an expert in the par t icular f i e ld , 
prepared to aid r eade r s . 4 5 
Most of these divisions had the status of separate departments} 
but strangely enough, the general referenoe service for some time 
further did not gain such recognition, the task of assistance 
continuing to be only one of the functions of the Readers' Depart-
ment. A year 's experience with the operation of the new building 
apparently demonstrated the value of establishing the work of 
assistance to the general public as a d i s t inc t department, and led 
to the creation of the Information Divis ion . 4 6 Similarly, the refer -
ence work devolving on the Documents Division was assigned to a 
d i s t inc t reference section in 1913.4 7 
Though no formal evaluation of these amplified provisions for 
reference service was actually made, the i r success was in par t 
implied by the large increase in the volume of reference work noted 
In the reports for 1914 and 1915.4 8 Much.of the Increase was 
admittedly "occasional" in that i t stemmed out of the growing demand 
for information re la t ing to the European War, but the l ibrar ians 
were not loath to point out that a large share of the credi t belonged 
to the Library i t s e l f . Improved f a c i l i t i e s and expanded service were 
drawing a vastly larger c l i en te l e , especially of scholarly readers , 4 ' 
The phenomenon was not unique with the New York Public 
Library. Many other research l ib ra r i e s reported a similar increase 
in the volume of service, and might well have adduced similar 
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reasons for i t s occurence. By 1915, i t has been seen, most research 
l i b r a r i e s could offer the i r users the service of staff members whose 
fu l l time was available for the work of ass is tance , and usual ly the 
l a t t e r were special ly equipped by t ra ining and experience for that 
specific task. Reference work had become a well-defined l ib ra ry 
function, coordinate in organizational s ta tus with the older-es tab-
lished functions of cataloging, c i rcula t ion and acquis i t ions , and 
sometimes even exceeding these in p res t ige . In addition, a number 
of research l ib ra r ies - -no tab ly the Library of Congress, the New York 
Public Library, the Columbia University Library, and a handful of 
public l ibraries—had gone well beyond the stage of spec ia l iza t ion 
by function to the more f ru i t fu l assistance implici t in sub-special-
i za t ion by subject. Even for those research l i b r a r i e s , mainly in 
the univers i ty group, which had not yet been able to achieve any 
great degree of spec ia l i s t ass is tance, the path c lear ly pointed i n 
tha t d i rec t ion . After two generations of development, reference 
service in the general research l i b ra ry was a function in esse, and 
i t s amplification via subject spec ia l iza t ion def in i te ly in posse. 
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CHAPTER IV 
THE NATURE OF REFERENCE WORK IN THE 
GENERAL RESEARCH LIBRARIES, 1896-1916; 
POLICIES AND PRACTICES 
The first great issue in the development of reference services 
was the value and necessity of personal assistance as a library 
function. It was settled when the reference department became an 
integral part of the organization of most American research librar-
ies. Having assumed responsibility for giving reference service, 
the general research libraries found themselves confronted with a 
second major issue—the nature and extent of the assistance to be 
offered. The problem was continuing and multiple. How much assist-
ance, to what classes of readers, and through what means--each of 
these related questions furnished the subject for debate In the 
theoretical discussions of reference work, and the answers, explicit 
or tacit, served as the mainsprings of operational policy. 
The "Conservative" Theory of Reference Work 
By and large, the policy projected in the literature of refer-
ence work was one of cautious and limited assistance. An early 
statement by A. R. Spofford exemplified the characteristic tone and 
reasoning. Though by now convinced that no other "aid to the 
reader" was so effective as "an intelligent and obliging assistant," 
he thought that the librarian should do no more than to lay before 
the reader the books likely to supply the requisite information, 
leaving the reader to extract the data for himself. He concluded 
succinctly: "It is enough for the librarian to act as an intelligent 
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guide-pos t , t o poin t t he way; to t r a v e l the road i s the business of 
the reader h imse l f . " 1 
Spofford j u s t i f i e d h i s p o s i t i o n by two arguments. The f i r s t , 
severe ly p r a c t i c a l , pointed out t h a t the t ime of the l i b r a r i a n was 
l imi ted and the demands on i t numerous; extended se rv ice t o any 
s i n g l e pat ron the re fo re involved a d i s s e r v i c e , ac tua l or p o t e n t i a l , 
to other r e a d e r s . The second argument suggested t h a t extensive 
a s s i s t ance involved a d i s s e r v i c e t o the i nqu i r e r h imse l f J 2 According 
to Spofford, the bas ic func t ion of the l i b r a r y , whatever the type , 
was t o aid readers i n self-development. The job of the re fe rence 
l i b r a r i a n was to ind ica t e the means of ga ther ing information. To do 
more—to supply d i r e c t answers ins tead of guidance—would thus be t o 
depr ive patrons of the invaluable bene f i t s derived from the expe-
r i e n c e of personal I n v e s t i g a t i o n . 3 
These two arguments, repeated with varying form and emphasis, 
dominated the t h e o r e t i c a l d i scuss ion of the na ture and extent of 
re ference work i n the period under review. The u n i v e r s i t y l i b r a r -
i ans , keenly cognizant of t h e i r educat ional ob l i ga t i ons , cons i s t en t -
l y s t r essed the r o l e of re ference se rv ice as a form of i n s t r u c t i o n 
and equated a s s i s t ance with guidance. The pol icy of the Un ive r s i ty 
of I l l i n o i s Reference Department, s t a t ed i t s r epor t of 1901-02, was 
"to he lp s tudents t o help themse lves . " 4 In an a r t i c l e s i g n i f i c a n t l y 
t i t l e d '?The Educational Value of Reference Room Training for 
S tuden t s , " Willard Austen of Cornell Univers i ty maintained t h a t 
re fe rence work was only another means of b i b l i o g r a p h i c - i n s t r u c t i o n , 
complementing l e c t u r e s , courses and t o u r s . 5 At the c lose of the 
per iod , Frederiok Hicks of Columbia found t he f ami l i a r reasoning 
s t i l l acceptab le . Admitting t h a t the n a t u r a l zeal of the reference 
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librarian and the tendency of officers and students to ask questions 
which they might easily answer for themselves made It hard to limit 
assistance, he still concluded "that a reference librarian is within 
the proper limits when he confines himself to putting a reader in 
the way of serving himself, namely, when he assists him in the use 
of books."6 
The formula was also popular with public librarians. Public 
libraries were often called "popular universities," and the analogy 
led many public librarians to construe themselves as instructors. 
Thus John Cotton Dana stated flatly that the prime duty of the refer-
ence worker in the public library was not to answer the questions, 
but to instruct the inquirer in the use of the material, so that he 
might be led to find his own answers.7 
Not all public librarians were prepared to accept the analogy 
with the university situation and the limitations it implied for 
public library reference service. When Dana delivered his paper, he 
found some dissent from his position, an attempt being made on the 
part of his critics at a distinction between the academic library 
engaged in more or less formal Instruction, and the public library 
serving a community which expected of it the more direct services of 
a bureau of information.0 Another objection came from Agnes Van 
Valkenburg, who felt that questions of genuine import deserved more 
generous aid. 
However, even public librarians who doubted the intrinsic 
logic of rigorously limiting assistance were disposed to accept the 
practical argument of lack of time. As Van Valkenburg herself noted 
ruefully, reference librarians in public libraries were invariably 
so few and their work load so large that they could seldom err on 
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the side of too much assistance.10 The tone of her comment indicated 
that she viewed this situation as permanent and inevitable. 
The policy of limited assistance received its most extensive 
and carefully reasoned exposition in an article by William Warner 
Bishop. For Bishop the issue was clear: reference work was the 
service given by a librarian in aid of a study, the study itself 
(i.e. the actual extraction of information) was the exclusive respon-
sibility of the reader.11 Realistically, he based his position, not 
only on the value of training for "self-help," but on the hard fact 
that the general reference librarian simply could not be sufficient-
ly expert in the many and varied fields of inquiry to render more 
than the minimum assistance.12 The reference librarian could,how-
ever, be an expert in library methods. In the explanation of the 
use of the library machinery the reference librarian could thus find 
a profitable outlet for his desire to be of service to the reader, 
yet retain a manageable scope for his activity.13 
In the form given it by Bishop, this theory of reference work 
was logical and sound within the limits of its assumptions. It 
struck a neat balance between the claims of service to clientele, 
economy of library operation, the pedagogical value of "self-help," 
and the limited abilities of the available library personnel. Wyer 
has called it "the conservative theory of reference work,"14 a 
convenient and accurate term which will be employed henceforth in 
the present study. 
Actually, the assumptions on which the conservative theory 
rested were numerous and questionable, though seldom explicitly 
stated. The argument that the library could not hope to provide 
sufficient manpower to render more than the minimum assistance 
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assumed, in the first place, that the library would never obtain the 
financial means to carry out its ideal program,., and, In the second 
place, that reference service would always occupy the same position 
in the hierarchy of library services that it then had. Conceivably, 
however, the library could obtain enough support to do all that It 
wished, and certainly it was quite possible to minimize other 
library activities in favor of more reference service. In other 
words, the argument rested on a pessimistic view of the possibilities 
of financial support for library service and on a value judgement 
that placed reference work well down in the scale of library respon-
sibilities, rather than on its own intrinsic logic. 
The second argument in favor of the conservative theory of 
reference work derived its support from the supposed pedagogical 
superiority of guidance over direct provision of information. This 
argument involved the a priori assumption that the library was an 
educational institution the objective of whose reference service 
should be more or less formal instruetion--not to mention the more 
immediate question of whether a hint as to method actually was 
educationally more effective than direct supply of desired informa-
tion. Neither of these assumptions rested on very sure foundations, 
the propriety of the public library as an agency of instruction 
being particularly questionable. 
In the same way, Bishop's reasoning that the reference librar-
ian could not hope to be competent in the many possible subjects of 
inquiry (and hence should restrict himself to assistance with the 
library apparatus) held good only for the individual reference 
librarian, not for a whole reference staff. There was no reason, 
in theory, why the reference staff or a library should not be.large 
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Emough to provide representatives for the major branches of knowl-
sdge, with each librarian learned enough in his own field to be able 
to offer substantial aid. 
Finally, the conservative theory of reference work rested on 
the assumption that the patrons of the library would be content with 
the minimal assistance offered. For instance, one statement implied 
that, the truly deserving university student or public library patron 
would really want no more than hints and guidance.15 Presumably 
readers more egregious in their demands were to be rejected out of 
hand, or to be brought to realize that less aid really did them more 
good than more aid.' Of dubious logic in itself, this assumption 
also ran counter to the traditions of reference service history. 
The statements of Green and other pioneers made it clear that refer-
ence service was first inaugurated with the idea that more service 
would increase the popularity of the library with the patrons who 
supported it. To draw the line of assistance at a point short of 
real satisfaction to the clientele would therefore be inconsistent 
with its original raison d'etre. 
Though the assumptions underlying the conservative theory of 
reference, work are thus seen to have been questionable, if not 
indeed quite ill-founded, the evidence of the library literature 
shows that they were in actuality not questioned. In part, this 
fact bespeaks the. general lack of sophistication and self-conscious-
ness in the American library world of the pre-war era. In greater 
part, however, the acceptance of the conservative theory may be 
attributed to the fact that, while shaky in terms of intrinsic logic, 
it did on the whole fit in rather well- with the pattern of contem-
porary reference work practice. Indeed, it may well be suspected 
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t h a t the theory was mainly a case of ex post fac to reasoning—an 
attempt t o provide a r a t i o n a l e for the s i t u a t i o n t h a t a c t u a l l y 
e x i s t e d . The theory i l l u s t r a t e d the p r a c t i c e as much as i t a n t i c -
ipated and guided i t . 
The P r a c t i c e of Reference Work 
The bes t s ing le i n d i c a t i o n of the na tu re of r e fe rence work 
as a c t u a l l y p rac t i ced before World War I comes from the re fe rences 
t o the type of pat rons served. Nearly a l l the publ ic l i b r a r i a n s 
repor ted t ha t t h e i r major a c t i v i t y was helping the inexperienced 
l i b r a r y u s e r . 1 6 The u n i v e r s i t y l i b r a r i a n s followed a s i m i l a r l i n e , 
focusing t h e i r a t t e n t i o n on the undergraduate s t u d e n t s . 1 7 As a 
r e s u l t of t h i s preoccupat ion with the inexperienced l i b r a r y u se r , a 
p r i n c i p a l funct ion of re ference l i b r a r i a n s i n a l l types of l i b r a r i e s 
was explaining the use of the b ib l iog raph ic appara tus . In the 
u n i v e r s i t y l i b r a r i e s t h i s a c t i v i t y meant t h a t re fe rence l i b r a r i a n s 
of ten engaged in more or l e s s formal b ib l iograph ic i n s t r u c t i o n , with 
l e c t u r e s , 1 8 c o u r s e s , 1 ^ and guided tou r s2° being some of the methods 
va r ious ly t r i e d . 
Never the less , the emphasis on i n s t r u c t i o n and guidance i n the -
use of l i b r a r y ma te r i a l s did not prevent re fe rence departments from 
a l so funct ioning as information bureaus . Most l i b r a r i e s were 
w i l l i n g to supply information d i r e c t l y ( r a t h e r than suggest sources) 
when the i n q u i r i e s were l imi ted to s t ra igh t - fo rward quest ions of 
f a c t . Such ques t ions , known wi th in the p rofess ion as "ready r e f e r -
ence ques t ions" or "quick re ference q u e s t i o n s , " came to the r e f e r -
ence desk i n g r ea t numbers. The Un ive r s i ty of Ca l i fo rn ia Library 
recorded a t o t a l of 15,526 such quest ions during the academic year 
1 9 1 4 - 1 5 , 2 1 and a busy pub l i c l i b r a r y might well have received as 
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many i n a month. 
In answering such f a c t u a l ques t ions , re fe rence l i b r a r i a n s 
tended to lean heavi ly on the compendia of information known as 
"reference books." Though i t was recognized tha t optimum performance 
of reference work involved knowledge of the e n t i r e resources of the 
l i b r a r y , the l i b r a r y l i t e r a t u r e of the period indica ted tha t the 
focal point of a t t e n t i o n for re ference l i b r a r i a n s was the subject of 
"reference books" - - the i r s e l e c t i o n , the p e c u l i a r i t i e s of t h e i r use , 
t h e i r re levance for t h i s and t h a t type of l i b r a r y . ... 
This narrow preoccupation with "reference books" may have 
been heigl. bened by the character of contemporary l i b r a r y educat ion. 
S ing le ton ' s study of the h i s t o r y of the teaching of re ference work 
has shown t h a t the usual method placed heavy emphasis on the knowl-
edge of a se lec ted number of "reference books," most commonly those 
found i n the Kroeger Guide. fe In other words, re ference work, as a 
profess ional accomplishment, was l a rge ly equated with s k i l l i n the 
use of a l imited number of "reference books." 
While much of the reference work involved no g rea t e r e f fo r t 
than the ascertainment of simple f ac t s from the immediate c o l l e c t i o n 
of "ready reference books," the se rv ice often went beyond such 
elementary a s s i s t a n c e . However much the conservat ive theory of 
reference work might counsel a pol icy of minimum a s s i s t a n c e , the 
demands of the readers and the zeal of the l i b r a r i a n s themselves 
often led the l a t t e r in to much more e labora te procedures . For many 
reference l i b r a r i a n s i t was a point of p ro fess iona l p r ide- -Frances 
Sta ton grandi loquent ly cal led i t "the creed of our Reference 
Libra ry" 2 3 —not to give up the chase u n t i l a l l l i k e l y sources of 
information had been exhausted. Indeed, Dana's s t r i c t u r e s on the 
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"misdirection of effort in reference work" was explicitly designed 
to forestall what he considered the reference worker's tendency to 
over-tenacious grappling with problems.24 
The preparation of bibliographies and indexes was considered 
to be a more justifiable outlet for the professional zeal of the 
reference librarian. Thompson finds another plausible reason for 
the proliferation of bibliographies in the fact that relatively few 
printed bibliographies were as yet available, constraining reference 
librarians to construct their own equipment, so to speak.25 Whatever 
the exact reason, the number and length of the bibliographies com-
piled were such as to leave no doubt that they accounted for much 
of the reference staff's time. The University of Illinois Reference 
Department averaged over 100 bibliographies a year before 1915. 
Stanford University's chief reference librarian reported that her 
department prepared an average of one long typed bibliography each 
month on topics of general interest, besides many shorter lists com-
piled in response to individual requests.^ The numerous lists 
regularly prepared by the public libraries of Cleveland and Detroit 
on behalf of clubs and debating societies are other cases in point. 
A surprisingly large proportion of this bibliographic output 
was extensive and scholarly enough to warrant publication. The 
Bulletin of the New York Public Library and Special Libraries 
contained regular bibliographic contributions by reference librar-
ians of the New York Public Library and Library of Congress, respec-
tively. Even the smaller research libraries often issued printed 
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bibliographies of some extent and consequence. 
Most of the printed bibliographies were prepared with the 
object of exhibiting the resources of the library in an entire 
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department of knowledge, and in that sense were designed to supple-
ment the catalog rather than aid a particular reader. More nearly 
reference work proper (in the strict sense of personal assistance to 
the individual inquirer) were the bibliographies prepared in response 
to requests by correspondence. Nearly all the general research 
libraries professed surprising willingness to go to considerable 
lengths in answering mail inquiries; W< N. Carlton of the Newberry 
Library mentioned answers running up to "three or four quarto sheets 
of letter paper."29 It is hard to reconcile this activity with the 
more or less official policies of minimum assistance, but profession-! 
al pride and the futility of trying to maintain the objective of 
instruction with patrons at a distance probably overcame any 
theoretical objections. 
Close knowledge of "reference books" and special competence 
in the preparation of bibliographies thus came to be seen as the 
distinctive professional accomplishments of the reference librarian. 
This points up the larger overall conclusion that reference work had 
become a specialized technique, with its own lore and methodology. 
The literature of reference work for this period shows the librar-
ians largely preoccupied with the problems of working out the "rules 
and routines" of the nev/ technique--how to do reference work with 
this or that type of material (documents, reference books, clippings, 
etc.), how to deal with this or that type of reader (the student, 
the faculty member, the general public, etc.), and how to solve the 
problems of reference department administration (recording questions, 
the proper relationships with other library departments, the arrange 
ment of the reference room, etc.). 
Like, other library techniques, reference work soon estab-
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lished secondary specializations on the basis of process or type of 
material. The New York Public Library had a reference section 
operating as .part of its Documents Division to answer questions 
involving the use of government publications.30 Inquiries received 
by telephone and mail were thought to demand their own distinctive 
methods of operation; the Library of Congress' Division of Biblio-
graphy functioned largely as a special correspondence reference 
section.31 In the large public libraries, such as those in Cleveland, 
Detroit and Cincinnati, the reference work for women's clubs and 
debating societies came to be considered a subspecialty requiring 
its own peculiar technique. 2 
Perhaps the best example of the lengths to which some refer-
ence departments went in the refinement of reference work techniques 
is furnished by the Columbia University Library. Under the direc-
tion of Isadore Gilbert Mudge, the Columbia department developed 
intricate special procedures for particular types of problems such 
as identification of quotations, location of manuscript letters, 
bibliographic verification of titles, and location of books. 
The Demand for Subject Specialization 
Such refinement of techniques, while of undeniable utility, 
was subject to the valid criticism that it was usually applied to 
34 
problems of relatively liotle significance. It was soon recognized 
that for- substantial service to scholarship, specialization in 
research library reference service had to take the more fruitful 
form of subject specialization. 
Melvil Dewey, ever in the forefront of library thought, 
called for this new approach in reference service as early as 1901, 
In a prophetic article, Dewey foresaw that the research library's 
108 
already apparent tendency toward subject specialization in collec-
tion carried with it the logical corollary of subject specialization 
in service. 
In this limited number of great libraries the comparatively 
modern notion of the reference librarian is bound to 
develop into what I think we may wisely call the "library 
faculty." One man cannot possibly do the reference work 
for a large library from lack of time, and no man since 
Humboldt presumes to be a specialist on all subjects. A 
process of evolution is inevitable. As demand and income 
warrant we shall have reference librarians each limited 
to history, science, art, sociology, law, medicine, educa-
tion, or some other topic till we shall have in the 
library, as in the university, a company of men each an 
authority in his own field. Such a corps is obviously 
best named a Faculty, and for a library, equipped with 
such a staff of specialists I propose the name of "faculty 
library"...It is certain that reference work must be 
closely divided if it is to be of high value.55 
Dewey's was no lone voice. Speaking for the large "refer-
ence library," John Shaw Billings noted that "the bibliographies 
which would be most useful for...those engaged in research work can 
only be prepared by experts in the different arts and sciences... 
Every great reference library needs half a dozen such experts in 
different departments."36 Olive Jones of the Ohio State University 
Library affirmed the applicability of subject specialization to the 
I university library, 7 and N. D. C. Hodges held that some such plan 
was equally necessary for the large public library.38 J. F. Daniels 
warned the profession bluntly that reference service would run the 
risk of drifting out of the hands of librarians into those of out-
side specialists unless libraries could offer research men the 
intensive service possible only with staff members able to speak the 
scholars' own language.39 
But there were also formidable objections to subject special-
ization. In the first place, it was questioned if the scholars 
really wanted or needed such service. A report of the Science 
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Division of the New York Public Library maintained: "Scientists 
making extended investigations usually know the literature of their 
subject and are able, once they are familiar with the shelves, to 
pursue their work with little or no attention from the staff."40 
This attitude was common; in fact, the widespread emphasis on service] 
to the inexperienced reader seems to have been founded in part on 
the notion that the scholar could very well be left to his own 
resources. 
Some librarians, while admitting the need for specialized 
assistance, thought that the library staff itself need not necessar-
ily provide it. Walter Briggs claimed that university libraries 
could simply refer abstruse inquiries to the subject specialists on 
the faculty.41 Similarly,. Clement Andrews of the John Crerar Library 
advocated that the independent reference libraries establish working 
relationships with a group of outside scholars to whom difficult 
questions might be referred at need.42 
In any case, as even the ^proponents of subject specialization 
ruefully admitted, where was the library to obtain the highly 
qualified staff required?43 The distance which libraries had yet to 
| travel in this regard was made clear by the analysis of staff 
qualifications submitted in the Newberry Library's report for 1914. 
Of the thirty full time staff members, nine were college graduates, 
three had had some college education, and eight held high school 
diplomas. Only ten staff members had had library training or 
experience before coming to the Newberry Library. Yet the tone of 
the report was such as to indicate that at the time this record of 
qualifications was considered as good J44 
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Approaches to Subject Specialization 
Given the difficulties, both theoretical and practical, in 
the path of subject specialization in reference service, it is not 
surprising to find that the achievement of this goal was no over-
night occurence, but the product of a long evolutionary process-. 
As a matter of fact, few libraries even attempted anything like a 
deliberate, head-on confrontation of the task—perhaps the Columbia 
University Library under Johnston came closest to doing so—but 
instead were led into it almost imperceptibly by the concurrent 
development of their collections, and by the demands of administra-
tive efficiency. 
In the very largest research libraries the first impetus 
toward subject departmentation came from the acquisition of groups 
of materials whose form or language required special handling. 
Keyes Metcalf has pointed out that of the fifteen special reading 
rooms in the New York Public Library's new building, only three 
were originally organized on the basis of subject. Thus the de-
partments for manuscripts, rare books, prints, music, and maps came 
into being because in each case the preservation and' arrangement of 
the materials presented unusual problems. Similarly, the Jewish, 
i 
! Slavonic and Oriental Divisions owed their reason for existence to 
I 
I the spec ia l problem posed by mate r i a l in non-Roman alphabets r a t h e r 
i 
than because they represented specific areas of'knowledge.46 
The initial subject departmentation of the Library of Congress 
might have furnished Metcalf with an equally good example, for of 
the "subject" departments described in the manual of 1901, all 
except the Law Library pretty obviously had their basis in the 
Ill 
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special requirements of form or language. ' 
These facts seem to justify Metcalf in his general conclusion 
that the original division of research libraries was functional in 
origin rather than by subject.48 However, once established as 
separate departments under the direction of specialists, the "form 
and language" divisions inevitably, and indeed rather rapidly, came 
to assume responsibility for informational duties in connection with 
their materials. A. S. Freidus of the New York Public Library's 
Hebrew Department claimed that "since the organization of this 
department in 1897, reference work has been a feature receiving our 
special attention."49 A report of the Art and Prints Division in the 
same library noted that i ts chief was engaged in inquiries that 
"meant extended and comprehensive investigations."50 
In the Library of Congress this process may have started 
even earlier for, as previously noted, the "manual" of 1901 made 
information duties a definite part of the responsibilities of the 
specialized divisions.51 Subsequent reports indicated that this 
statement represented more than good intentions. The Division of 
Maps, for example, was called upon for assistance in the settlement 
of boundary disputes, and in much other litigation as well. Such 
requests, i t was made clear, involved much more than the supply of 
materials; many were for "information which can be given only by an 
C O 
elaborate search and much comparison." 
The approaches to specialization were not always so oblique. 
• Few public libraries other than those of Boston and New York had 
| large collections of material whose form or language problems i 
required special handling, yet they too travelled down the road of 
subject departmentation. Here the impetus to subject specialization 
I 
112 
plainly derived from the ideal of service that formed one of the 
strongest traditions of American librarianship. The general refer-
ence department had been established to serve the general reader, 
but public librarians also recognized the existence in their constit-| 
uency of large groups with special subject interests. To attract 
and serve these groups something more than "general service" was 
necessary. William E. Foster gave the following explicit statement 
of this common motivation for subject specialization: "While the 
underlying principle in the development of the Library's service has 
been that i t must in any case, reach and benefit "the average reader,11) 
or, to put i t in another form, the more superficial reader, yet i t 
has always stood equally ready to help the reader who desires to go 
more thoroughly into a subject."53 
Probably the most easily identifiable--and influential—of 
these special interest groups in any metropolitan community is the 
business and industry group, and so the service to industry was 
usually the first to be established on a specialized basis. Thus 
the Providence Public Library, as early as 1900, began to bring 
together a special collection of books to serve as an "Industrial 
Library," and, shortly after hired Joseph Wheeler to provide the 
"aggressive service" by which the materials might be made more 
effective.54 The same reasoning accounted for the early establishment 
of "useful arts" departments at the Cincinnati, Detroit, and 
Cleveland public l ibraries.5 5 
Another easily identified special interest group was that 
concerned with music and fine arts. The same process of first segre-
gating the appropriate materials and then setting up a specialized 
information service in connection with the materials took place in 
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this field almost as early as it did in the field of "useful arts."5e 
Althea Warren has suggested that there were also administrative 
reasons behind the sele6tion of these two subject areas for special 
treatment. By segregating the books of most immediate interest to 
the library's community (science and technology for the men, arts 
and music for the women), the library was able to make useful savings 
in space and time.57 
In most public libraries this process of subject departmenta-
tion proceeded by the slow method of accretion, adding new depart-
ments (most commonly technology, genealogy, municipal reference) 
but leaving undisturbed the main lines of the library organization 
for public services, which was by function. In the Cleveland Public 
Library, however, the process took the more radical form of almost 
complete realignment of the library organization along subject lines. 
The reorganization effected in 1913 provided a' Reference and 
Information Division, a Popular Library (fiction and popular "classed 
books,"), and subject departments for Sociology; Religion and 
Philosophy; Science and Technology; General Literature; History and 
Archaeology, Biography, Genealogy and Heraldry, Travel and Geography; 
and Fine Arts. Each of the subject departments had its own staff 
and was to offer both reference and circulation service.58 
The new alignment arose out of a variety of motives. On the 
one hand, it represented no more than an effort to increase admin-
istrative efficiency by doing away with a meaningless separation of 
books on the same subject. Over the years the Cleveland Reference 
Department had come to include a large store ...of material going well 
beyond the usual bounds of "reference books," including such items 
as bound sets of indexed periodicals, illustrated books, and all 
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volumes considered rare or expensive. The library thus came to 
consist of two parallel collections, almost equal in size, shelved 
and cataloged separately, but whose only real difference was in the 
regulations pertaining to their use. Readers could not appreciate 
the reasons for the distinction and found the dispersion of mater-
ials inconvenient. In this sense the subject departmentation meant 
only an administrative measure designed for simplification of 
arrangements and consolidation of like materials.5 
On the other hand, the Library's administrators also saw in 
the new arrangement an opportunity for the realization of their 
desire for a specialized reference service extending to nearly all 
fields of inquiry, and they planned quite deliberately towards that 
end. Both motives showed clearly in the following statement: 
"...it is hoped ultimately to have each division in the care of a 
special librarian. Formerly, the resources on each subject were 
divided. Now they are brought together in one place, which is more 
convenient for readers, and also makes possible more specialized 
service on the part of the library staff."6 
The reorganization, as already noted, did not do away with 
the general reference department, but it did bring about a modifica-
tion of its duties. Under the new system the General Reference and 
Information Division served primarily as a "ready reference bureau," 
answering telephone queries and the simpler questions of fact. In 
addition it functioned as a liaison agency, referring inquiries to 
the appropriate subject department.61 In so doing, it filled a place 
similar to that maintained by the New York Public Library's Informa-
tion Division and the Library of Congress' Reading Room service. 
Cleveland's more or less complete subject departmentation, 
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according to the experience related by Carl Vitz, then In charge of 
the main library, was not without its liabilities for reference 
service. It forced a separation of the general reference materials 
from the material of special fields, tending to make the subject 
librarians rely on the resources of their own departments even when 
the general reference books might have provided easier access to the 
desired information. The inconvenience to readers whose inquiries 
cut across departmental lines was also"apparent. And of course the 
employment of specialists inescapably meant increased costs of 
4 62 
service. 
The difficulties, while real enough, did not induce any 
change of heart in the Cleveland Public Library's administrators. 
After two years' experience with the new arrangement, Vitz was 
satisfied that the Library had made a significant gain in the range 
and depth of i ts reference service, for against the inconveniences 
of decentralization i t could offer to i ts readers- a benefit that 
outweighed them; "...the special guidance so often essential; the 
opportunity for cooperation with outside interests, and help In 
research to the continuous worker in some special field."63 
The arguments In favor of reference service on a subject 
department basis received confirmation of a practical sort in 1914, 
when the Los Angeles Public Library adopted a very similar arrange-
ment. The results, again, proved encouraging, for the Library 
found that the emphasis on reference work inherent in the new 
arrangement was helping to make i t "an ever increasing force in the 
dissemination of knowledge."64 
Subject specialization in university libraries.-It has alreadji 
been pointed out that the university libraries generally lagged 
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behind in the development of reference service. Most university 
libraries were only beginning upon the primary specialization by 
function when other types of research libraries were already well on 
their way toward secondary specialization by subject. Since subject 
specialization was basicially only an extension and intensification 
of general reference service, it is not surprising that few univer-
sity libraries could show developments in this direction to rival 
those in the Library of Congress or the Cleveland Public Library. 
Against these considerations stood the fact that the whole 
university situation seemed to impel the academic library towards 
subject departmentation. The universities .themselves, having dis-
carded the shackles of the prescribed curriculum, had long since 
adopted a thorough and even minute subject departmentation as the 
basic principle of their organization, and in some respects the 
library services had already followed suit. By 1905 nearly all but 
the smallest and most recently established universities could show 
a network of departmental libraries. 
The departmental libraries, by segregating the materials of 
a particular field of knowledge, thus already represented an import-
ant step toward subject specialization. It was natural and easy for 
university librarians to see in the existence of the departmental 
i library system an opportunity for subject specialization in refer-
ence services as well. 
Practically, however, the plan proved difficult of realiza-
tion. As already noted, many departmental libraries were operated 
quite blithely as private departmental enclaves, with staff members 
.independent of main library supervision and oblivious of even the 
most rudimentary notions of library economy. And even for those 
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libraries coming under the central library administration, the 
problem of finding personnel both expert in library science and 
competent in the particular subject fields proved to be all but 
insuperable. 
To be sure, scattered examples of departmental libraries pro-
viding specialist reference services of a high order were to be 
found. The librarian for landscape architecture at Harvard prepared 
extensive bibliographies and had a well-organized plan for keeping 
faculty members in touch with the current materials pertaining to 
their special fields of interest.66 The services of Edward R. Smith 
as Avery Librarian (architecture) at Columbia University drew high 
commendation from Canfield.67 A Yale University Library, report gave 
clear indication that i ts Day Missions Research Library was offering 
i 
eta 
intensive service to scholars both on and off the campus. ° 
However, service of this quality was exceptional. For the 
most part, the departmental libraries must have presented themselves 
to the hard-pressed university librarians more nearly in the guise 
of tnreats than of opportunities. Quite aside from any theoretical 
arguments in favor of the principle of unity of knowledge, the 
physical dispersal of collections and the decentralization of contro] 
characteristic of the departmental library system still presented 
too many problems in library administration to be a wholly accept-
able solution for the problem of achieving subject specialization 
in reference services. 
In any case the £>roblem, in 1915, at least, was still remote 
for most university libraries. The Columbia University Library had 
undoubtedly gone as far as any university library in achieving a 
strong general reference service, yet even there the day-to-day 
r 
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tasks of the reference departments still included many duties that 
could hardly be called professional, let alone reference work proper. 
Before 1911, according to Mudge, the reference staff was responsible 
for the filing' of all the catalog cards, and for some years later 
the department continued to be saddled with the task of handling 
"class reserves." 
When so much remained to do in the matter of primary organiza-
tion of reference services, the university library might well have 
found substantial justification for the theory of minimum assistance. 
In the public and reference libraries, whatever the conservatism of 
official policy statements, the practice of reference work had 
already gone some considerable distance toward the more liberal 
assistance implied in the employment of subject specialists. For 
the university libraries the pedagogical objections to intensive 
specialization (via the departmental library) presented unusual 
administrative difficulties. Above all, they had a longer way to go. 
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CHAPTER V 
SPECIAL LIBRARIANSHIP AND THE CONCEPT OF AMPLIFIED SERVICE: 
LEGISLATIVE AND MUNICIPAL REFERENCE WORK, 
1 9 0 0 - 1 9 1 6 
In the nineteenth century the research library meant the 
general research library; the history of American research libraries 
after 1900 must accord a prominent place as well to the special 
jllbrary. The importance of the special library in the twentieth 
century development of library facilities for scholarship was suc-
jcinctly stated by Frederic Austin Ogg in 1928; "The growth of 
special libraries is the outstanding feature of library history in 
the past twenty years." 
Ogg properly emphasized the comparative recency with which the 
special library had come into .prominence, for the real impetus in 
special library development came only at the beginning of the 
twentieth century and then with such emphasis and vitality as to 
have the status of a new movement. To be sure, many medical, legal, 
i 
i 
land historical society libraries by then already had a history of a 
jcentury or more,2 but the special library movement had little connec-
i 
ition with these orofessional libraries. When R. H. Johnston drew 
!up a list of fifty representative institutions to illustrate his 
imore or less official report on special libraries, he included no 
I 5 
jmedical, legal, or historical society libraries. 
j The omission was deliberate and thus indicated that the term 
j "special library" was being used in a new sense. The old-establish-
j ed professional libraries were "special" only in that they repre-
sented collections on limited fields, their purposes and methods 
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being similar to those of the general libraries. The special library 
as represented in the Johnston list, was also limited in scope of 
subject, but it meant something more and different as well. 
The Concept of Amplified Service 
as the Criterion of Special Librarianship 
If the "new" special library was neither a general library 
nor merely a special collection, what was it? The special librar-
ians felt that they formed a distinct professional group and gave 
institutional expression to this sentiment by the establishment of 
the Special Libraries Association in 1909. The distinction was, 
however, more easily sensed than characterized. The early literature 
of special librarianship was very largely the record, of an emergent 
professional group's essays at self-knowledge, an agreement on the 
essential criterion of special librarianship being reached only 
after a decade of discussion and definition. 
Though a number of features were variously suggested as 
characteristic of special librarianship, eventually the focal point 
of distinction was seen to rest on the nature of reference service 
in the special library. Here special librarians found it easiest to 
characterize their own methods and aims In terras of their difference 
from those of the general library. (The comparison, perhaps needless 
to say, was usually favorable to the special library). As against 
the limited assistance available in the general library, R. H. 
Johnston described the special library as being ready to devote "the 
entire time of its force for days or weeks to an individual reader."* 
The general reference librarian, according to Matthew Dudgeon, was 
essentially a technician whose only special qualification lay In his 
ability to construct and use a complex library apparatus; the 
special librarian, he claimed, "must have special knowledge as well 
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as library technique."6 The general reference librarian, said Guy 
Marion, emphasized guidance; ordinarily only in the case of simple 
questions answerable from "ready reference books" was he likely to 
supply information directly. The special librarian, in his view, was 
a much more active participant in the whole process of investigation; 
not only did his subject knowledge enable him to deal with inquiries 
beyond the depth of his general library counterpart, but he undertook 
7 
to interpret and analyze the material as well as locate it. 
A final important distinction raised by the special librarians 
related to the form in which the information was presented to the 
consumer. The special library served adults who knew what they 
wanted and were paying to have it furnished quickly and in good order, 
Since his whole justification for existence consisted in the savings 
of time he effected for his employer, the special librarian thus 
had to go much further than the general reference librarian in 
adapting data to suit the client's convenience. As Dudgeon put it, 
" the special librarian must select the material so that only the 
parts wanted are delivered. It must be cut down in bulk by extract-
ing, summarizing, generalizing, and even tabulating. It must be 
portable, readily transferable, negotiable."8 
On all these points there was substantial agreement among the 
special librarians, and they added up to the consensus opinion that 
the essential criterion of special librarianship was an amplified 
reference service. In 1915 Ethel Johnson undertook to pick out from 
a decade's essays at self-definition the common feature that would 
most clearly identify the distinctive nature of the emergent profes-
sion. She concluded: 
From the foregoing discussion it is evident that the most 
distinctive feature of the special library is not so much 
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its subject matter as its service. Before everything else, 
it is an information bureau. The main function of the 
general library is to make books available. The function 
of the special library is to make information available. 
In this sense, and only in this sense, the special library 
really was new. Reference service was only one of the general 
library's functions, but to the special library it was its principal 
reason for being. When John Lapp, onetime editor of Special Librar-
ies, sought to fix the essential nature of special librarianship in 
a single phrase, he called it the "growth of a big idea."10 The "big 
idea" was the functioning of a library as an intelligence bureau 
rather than as a repository of materials, and its product was the 
emergence of a new kind of reference librarian: "the librarian-
specialist, whose function it is to gather information, condense and 
combine it, and interpret the results to the man on the job." 
Special Librarianship in Practice: The Legislative Reference Library 
The first well-known application of special librarianship was 
in the field of legislative reference work. There is little doubt 
that the legislative reference librarians were the most influential 
in the launching of the special library movement and did the most 
to establish its basic character. A contemporary statement by 
R. H. Johnston affirmed that "to the general librarian the work of 
the typical legislative reference library...may best illustrate the 
I p 
work and methods of the special library," and Louis Bailey's revievf 
of the history of the legislative reference library credited i t with 
having "led the way to a library development in many diversified 
fields which has resulted in the strong Special Libraries Associa-
tion of today."13 
A quantitative analysis of the early literature of special 
librarianship confirms this testimony as to the predominating 
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influence of the legislative reference librarians on the special 
library movement before World War I. Of the 110 articles which 
H. H. B. Meyer thought it worthwhile listing for his selected 
bibliography of special librarianship (1912), some forty dealt v/ith 
legislative reference work.14 Similarly, of the some eighty entries 
given for special library literature in Library Work Cumulated, 
1905-1911, no less than half related to legislative and municipal 
reference work. & 
The basic idea of legislative reference work—library service 
for legislators as an aid in their work--was implicit in the very 
founding of state libraries, and thus had a lengthy history.16 
However, the first substantial step toward the development of a 
specialized information service for legislators was not taken until 
1890, when J.-jelvil Dewey established a "legislative reference section' 
at the New York State Library. 
The work of the New York State Library's legislative librar-
ians was high in quality, but essentially of the same order as con-
ventional reference work. Their chief effort went into the compila-
tion of an index of state legislation, which was later supplemented 
by a review of comparative legislation and by a digest of governors' 
messages. All three were issued in a competently edited and reg-
ularly appearing series of published bulletins, which were highly 
regarded in the library world but which, at the same time, were 
recognized as not breaking new ground.17 
I 
j The New York State Library's "legislative reference section" 
I 
j was thus the forerunner rather than the progenitor of legislative 
{ reference service. In so far as legislative reference work repre-
t 
J sented a distinct and radical change in the conception and practice 
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of reference service, its inception did not come until a decade later 
It has been identified by an overwhelming majority of the writers on 
'the subject with the work of Charles McCarthy in the Legislative 
Reference Department of Wisconsin. 
Ernest Bruncken, himself the pioneer legislative reference 
librarian in California, named McCarthy as "the chief exponent of 
the new policy."18 Don Mowry, another eye-witness of the beginnings 
of legislative reference service, acknowledged the contribution of 
Dewey and his staff, but averred that "we can truthfully say that It 
was not until the establishment of the Wisconsin legislative refer-
ence library in 1900, with Dr. Charles McCarthy as Its chief, that 
the reference idea began to receive more than passing attention."19 
The encomiums of McCarthy's contemporaries have been unchallenged 
by the passing of time, for a recent detailed examination of 
McCarthy's career gives no less credit to McCarthy's role in the 
initiation of legislative reference work.2° 
McCarthy was, of course, no explorer sailing completely un-
charted seas. He was, his friend John Commons pointed out, familiar 
v/ith the specialized service offered to legislators by the New York 
State Library.21 However, the circumstances under which the 
Wisconsin Legislative Reference Department came into being were such 
as to leave no doubt that the whole scheme owed more to McCarthy's 
personal conception and initiative than to any antecedents or out-
side influences. 
The development of legislative reference work in Wisconsin 
had no formal beginning but was the product of an evolutionary pro-
cess, arising out of McCarthy's on-the-job exploration of the means 
for service to legislators. The initial opportunity was supplied by 
L 
129 
the passage of a law in 1901 authorizing the Wisconsin Free Library 
Commission to maintain a library in the state capitol for the use of 
the legislature and executive departments .22 ih.e law itself hardly 
contemplated anything more than the maintenance of a stock of refer-
ence books and documents at the capitol, and McCarthy was actually 
hired only as a "document cataloger."23 Quite on his own initiative, 
however, McCarthy began offering the .members of the legislature 
extensive assistance in securing information useful to them. As 
McCarthy's work won the appreciation of the legislature, it made a 
specific appropriation in 1905 for legislative reference work, and 
subsequently Increased the funds available for it until the point 
where, for the bienniums of 1907-08 and 1909-10, the then large 
PA. 
sums of $15,000 per year were being appropriated for the purpose . * 
McCarthy's own t i t l e went through a s e r i e s of changes t h a t r e f l e c t e d 
t h i s p rogress ion . Beginning as "document c a t a loge r " i n 1901, he 
became " l i b r a r i a n , Document Department" i n 1905, "chief, Document 
Department" in 1907, and only from the 1907-09 biennium on was he 
a c t u a l l y named as "chief , L e g i s l a t i v e Reference Department." 5 
McCarthy had had no formal t r a i n i n g in l i b r a r i a n s h i p . He v/as 
a s tudent of government, (Ph.D., Wisconsin, 1901) and h i s promotion 
of l e g i s l a t i v e re fe rence work arose out of h i s d e s i r e for the 
improvement of governmental processes r a t h e r than out of any in teres t ! 
26 
in the development of library techniques per se. McCarthy was a 
reformer who sincerely believed that the successful v/orking of the 
whole system of representative government hinged in large part on 
the degree to which legislation was based on sound, full Information 
In the state capitol he saw legislators quite untrained in research, 
puzzled by the increasing complexity of the social problems 
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demanding solution, victimized by the partisan propaganda of the 
lobbyists—all but helpless to get for themselves the accurate, 
impartial information they needed for the formulation of effective 
laws. The need was great, and it was apparent that the demands on 
his library (at least potentially) were such that they could not be 
met without a radical extension of the ordinary library methods.2*7 
Therefore, from the inception of his v/ork, McCarthy adopted 
a policy of very far-reaching assistance, aggressive in seeking 
opportunities for service, meticulous in supplying the information 
wanted in the most readily usable form. "Go to the legislator," he 
advocated, "make yourself acquainted with him, study him, find any-
thing he wants for him, never mind how trivial, accomodate him in 
every way."28 
The information itself was very carefully prepared by the 
library staff before presentation to the Inquirer—boiled down, 
tabulated, presented often in the form of a digest or precis. ^ As 
Commons described it, "No member was left to read through a lot of 
treatises or law books and laboriously digest a subject, but Dr. 
McCarthy put in his hands the already digested work of others who 
50 
were studying or acting on the same line." 
If the subject was a larger one, likely to be of interest to 
the whole legislative group, McCarthy had the data prepared in the 
form of small printed booklets, which summarized the existing law of 
Wisconsin, reviewed the pertinent legislation of other states, and 
gave a resume of the main arguments for both sides of the question, 
with references to the chief authorities.31 Where the subject of . 
inquiry was of more than local interest, the data collected was 
published in the Legislative Reference Department's Comparative 
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Legislation Bulletin series. No less than twenty-two of these 
bulletins were issued by 1911, with such titles as Railway Co-employ-
ment, Lobbying, and Corrupt Practices at Elections being representa-
•zp 
tive of the subjects covered. ^ 
To make good their objective of supplying the fullest and 
most reliable information, McCarthy and his staff went to unusual 
lengths In gathering data. Not content to rely on the easily used 
(but often out of date) standard sources, they found means to exploit 
such hitherto neglected materials as newspaper clippings, bills and 
pamphlets. Moreover, McCarthy did not balk at going beyond published 
materials, making heavy and constant use of telegraph and correspon-
dence to elicit data from outside experts, and, on occasion, 
personally making field trips to gather first-hand information.33 
Commons recalled how startlingly energetic McCarthy's service seemed 
in comparison with that of the conventional library. 
But, in 1905, in drafting the civil service bill, I found 
that here was an entirely new kind of library. It was 
telegraphic. McCarthy wired to civil service organizations, 
to state governments, to individuals, for statutes, bills 
before legislatures, clippings and comments. Within a day 
or two after La Follette requested help on the bill, 
McCarthy had me supplied with everything one could need in 
drafting that bill.... I never before had known such a 
quick-action library.... McCarthy had, or would get 
immediately, almost everything one might need on all sides 
of every debatable Issue before the public, or the legisla-
ture, or Congress.... Most of all, his stubborn criticism 
of every detail in my work, his participation in our confer-
ences, and his fertile suggestions forced me to the most 
careful self-criticism that I had ever known except during 
my apprenticeship under Easley.34 
The latter part of Commons' statement is particularly inter-
esting in that it shows that McCarthy held himself responsible, not 
just for the collection and presentation of data, but also for Its 
validity. The usual practice in the New York State Library had been 
simply to indicate to the legislators the pertinent laws of other 
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s t a t e s , without comment oh t h e i r mer i t . McCarthy thought t ha t such 
se rv ice was inadequate and even misleading, for i t tended to make 
for blind copying of what might well be antiquated or wholly unsuc-
cessfu l l e g i s l a t i o n . 3 5 He himself would evaluate the da t a , or i n 
other cases , would s o l i c i t c r i t i c i s m and advice from outside author-
i t i e s such as professors a t the Univers i ty of Wisconsin. Thus, for 
example, Commons and Ely would be asked to aid i n quest ions on labor, 
and Van Hise on conse rva t ion . 3 6 
Despi te occasional po l i t i c a l l y -mo t iva t ed ou tc r ies aga ins t h i s 
"undue inf luence" i n the law-making process , McCarthy's work on the 
whole enjoyed exceptional esteem and support from h is own s t a t e ' s 
l e g i s l a t o r s . 3 7 Elsewhere i n the country h i s l i b r a r y ' s success became 
a chief argument for the incept ion of l e g i s l a t i v e reference work, 
and h i s methods the model for s imi la r e n t e r p r i s e s . John Br indley ' s 
scho la r ly analys is of the development of the l e g i s l a t i v e re ference 
movement a t t r i b u t e d the r a p i d i t y with which the movement grew as i n 
no small degree due to the Influence of Dr. McCarthy.38 Ernest 
Bruncken, the f i r s t l e g i s l a t i v e reference l i b r a r i a n i n Ca l i fo rn ia , 
was a former a s s i s t a n t of McCarthy's, as were C. B. Les ter and John 
Lapp, who pioneered i n l e g i s l a t i v e reference work i n Indiana . When 
Nebraska organized i t s department, i t sent Addison Sheldon to 
Madison to l e a r n McCarthy's methods. 3 9 
If McCarthy's Influence proved germinal, i t was l a r g e l y 
because the times were propi t ious for the Incept ion of l e g i s l a t i v e 
reference work. Bruncken pointed out the f ac t t ha t the period from 
1900 to 1915 was notable for the wide public i n t e r e s t i n and support 
for measures of governmental r e fo rm. 4 0 In a more immediate sense, 
the growth of l e g i s l a t i v e reference l i b r a r i e s was associated with 
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the pronounced contemporary movement toward the enlistment of 
expertise in the governmental process, manifested In the organizatioi 
of boards, bureaus, and commissions for the collection of facts and 
recommendation of appropriate legislation. 4 
Under these favoring circumstances, the decade from 1905 to 
1915 saw a remarkable increase in the incidence of legislative refer-
ence work. The California State Library began such service in 1905 
without any formal action on the part of the legislature. The 
Indiana State Library did likewise in 1906; departments were organ-
ized in Michigan and North Dakota in 1907. By 1915 thirty-two states] 
had made arrangements of some sort for the provision of reference 
service to legislators.42 
The desire for better legislation plus the visible success 
of the state legislative libraries also prompted a lively agitation 
for the establishment of a similar service for Congressmen. Commer-
cial and professional associations recommended the creation of a 
federal bureau of legislative reference,43 and in Congress itself a 
number of members (mainly from Wisconsin) introduced bills designed 
44 for that purpose. Though these bills received favorable reports 
In committee, no positive action was taken until 1914, when an 
amendment to the legislative, executive and judicial appropriation 
included the follwoing item: "Legislative Reference: to enable the 
Librarian of Congress to employ competent persons to prepare such 
indexes, digests and compilations of law as may be required for 
Congress and other official use pursuant to the act approved June 
30, 1906... |>25,000. " 4 5 Technically, the amendment merely revived an 
appropriation made from 1906 to 1911 for the Indexing of the federal 
statutes, but the debates made it clear that Congress Intended it to 
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provide for the establishment of a full-fledged legislative reference 
46 
service (excluding bill-drafting). The appropriation was renewed 
annually, though varying slightly in wording and amount, and stood 
as the legal basis for legislative reference service at the Library 
of Congress until the Legislative Reorganization Act of 1946.47 
On the whole, the practice of legislative reference work in 
the Library of Congress and in the state legislative libraries 
followed, not surprisingly, rather closely on the lines originally 
laid down by McCarthy. The main feature of the service was the 
provision of an extensive and expert assistance that furnished infor-
mation rapidly and in condensed, readily usable form. The Nebraska 
Legislative Reference Bureau advertised the following service as 
available on demand: 
Correct, condensed information upon civic subjects on short 
notice. Briefs prepared showing the facts, opinions, and 
arguments upon any public questions. Documents and authorities 
cited and furnished. Bills, reports, resolutions, and other 
papers drafted. Research carried on and results published, 
in matters of public importance.48 
The tone of the Nebraska bureau's announcement suggested a 
readiness to assume almost any kind of informational duty for its 
clients, and in fact many legislative reference departments often 
did take on tasks rather far afield from ordinary library research. 
Not infrequently a bureau was used as an agency for the cons olidatior 
and revision of the law. Thus the North Carolina department was 
made responsible for the preparation, publication-and distribution 
of the Amendments to the 1905 Revlsal of North Carolina law—which 
eventuated in a legal publication of 170 pages.4§ Similarly, the 
Massachusetts bureau was engaged in a scheme for the continuous 
consolidation of the state law.50 The Indiana department was given 
the task of collecting and compiling the preliminary data for a 
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const i tut ional convention.5 1 
In the process of gathering information, most of the l e g i s l a -
t ive l i b r a r i e s , l ike the Wisconsin model, were accustomed to go well 
beyond the confines of published materials in to direct col lect ion of 
data by means of questionnaires, interviews and correspondence. 
Leek ci tes the example of one l i b r a ry ' s sending out questionnaires 
to more than 200 c i t i e s for an inquiry on cer ta in municipal regula-
52 
t lons . The Nebraska Legislat ive Reference Bureau held such service 
to be i t s regular respons ib i l i ty ; "Officials and c i t izens frequently 
des i re information that i s not in pr in t , or has not been compiled. 
Within I t s f ie ld , the Bureau serves as the agency for securing the 
desired information."53 ' 
Another feature common to the operation of most l eg i s l a t ive 
l i b r a r i e s was the maintenance of a close working relat ionship with 
outside spec ia l i s t s , most often the faculty of the s ta te univers i ty . 
The bureau in Ohio was thus reported as having professors in the 
s ta te universi ty regularly engaged in gathering data, and lawyers 
from the s ta te law college helping with the b i l l - d r a f t i n g . 5 4 In the 
s t a t e of Washington, the Bureau of Municipal and Legislative Research 
which was the s ta te agency for l eg i s l a t ive reference work, was 
actually organized as part of the s ta te univers i ty ' s extension 
divis ion, and evidently depended heavily on the assistance of the 
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University faculty members. " 
The only real point of disagreement among legislative refer-
ence librarians related to the question of the librarian's respon-
sibility for the validity of the information he rendered. The 
division of opinion roughly corresponded to the organizational 
status of the libraries. Legislative reference libraries establish-
ed as adjuncts of general libraries, such as the Legislative Refer-
ence Department of the Library of Congress and the Legislative 
Reference Section of the New York State Library, reflected the con-
servatism of general library reference theory, and consistently 
refused to undertake the "critical function." Herbert Putnam main-
tained that "a statement of the merits of the information furnished 
beyond a quotation of the authorities in argument, is not a safe 
function even for a legislative reference bureau; it is rather the 
province of an investigating commission."56 On the other hand, 
legislative reference librarians such as John Lapp and C. Rogers 
Woodruff, working directly in the McCarthy tradition and prominent 
in the special library movement, considered the interpretation of 
err 
data a proper and even necessary part of their responsibilities. 
Municipal Reference Work 
Nearly all details of the foregoing description of legisla-
tive reference service would apply equally well to the practice of 
municipal reference work. In scope, purpose, and methods the 
municipal reference library was the local government counterpart of 
the state legislative reference bureau—and was deliberately 
fashioned after it. Don Mowry described the municipal reference 
library as "a direct outgrowth of the legislative reference library 
movement," and like the latter, it derived its basic methods of 
operation from the Wisconsin Legislative Reference Department.59 
60 
Although there were a number of prototype institutions, w the 
first municipal reference library, according to contemporary 
writers, did not come into existence until 1907, the honor going to 
the Department of Legislative Reference in Baltimore.61 From 
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Baltimore the movement spread rapid ly , with municipal reference 
l i b r a r i e s being established under a var ie ty of controls and in a 
number of organizat ional forms.6 2 ' Kansas Ci ty ' s municipal reference 
l i b r a r y was a separate agency, as were Baltimore's and Chicago's. 
In S t . Louis, Cleveland, Portland, Oakland and New York, the 
municipal reference l i b r a r y operated as a c i t y h a l l branch of the 
loca l public l i b r a r y . The municipal reference work in Milwaukee was 
carr ied on as par t of the regular public l i b r a ry service but had i t s 
own spec ia l ly earmarked funds. No specia l adminis t rat ive provisions 
for municipal reference work were made by the c i t y of Grand Rapids, 
but the loca l public l i b r a r y made a spec ia l ty of service to c i t y 
o f f i c i a l s . 
The pat terns of service showed l e s s va r ie ty , in general 
conforming ra ther closely to the model furnished by the s t a t e l e g i s -
l a t i v e reference l i b r a r y . Frederick Rex, the municipal reference 
l i b r a r i a n of Chicago, supplied a de f i n i t i on of the purpose and scope 
of municipal reference serv ice which showed how much the l a t t e r 
owed to i t s predecessor. 
The purpose of the municipal reference l i b r a r y i s to c o l l e c t , 
arrange and make avai lable for use information and mater ia l 
on matters r e l a t i n g to and touching upon municipal administra-
t i on and l e g i s l a t i o n . I t i s a cen t ra l deposi tory, serving as 
a haven to the perplexed alderman, department, bureau and 
d iv i s ion head as wel l .as the c i t i z e n . . . . I t I s not suf f ic ien t 
tha t the l i b r a r y c o l l e c t mater ia l and information but equally, 
i f not more, important, i s the fact t ha t i t should be put in 
ready, convenient form so tha t i t may be consulted and used 
without d i f f i c u l t y and unnecessary t r o u b l e . 6 5 
Rex's a r t i c l e included a number of examples of the work done 
by h i s own bureau. These showed t h a t , though the municipal r e f e r -
ence l i b r a r y served a lower level of governmental officialdom, the 
ass is tance i t furnished could be quite as extensive as that of the 
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l eg i s l a t ive reference l ib ra ry . Thus the Chicago municipal bureau 
was described as having computed the c i t y ' s geographical center of 
area and the center of population, as having compiled a s t a t i s t i c a l 
report on taxi-cab ra tes in the large c i t i e s of the world, as having 
conducted a study on speculation and scalping In amusement t i c k e t s . 0 
Typically, i t should be noted, the resul t s of the Bureau's inves-
t igat ions were given as a report , not merely as a bibliography. 
The annual reports of the Baltimore Department of Legislative 
Reference yield a number of examples of similar far-reaching a s s i s t -
ance. In 1907 Librarian Flack sent out questionnaires to c i t i e s 
across the country in order to offer up-to-the-minute information on 
methods of milk inspect ion. 6 6 In his report for 1911, Flack r ep r in t -
ed, as a sample of the reports which his bureau regularly provided 
for the c i ty council, the h i s to r i ca l study he had made of the con-
s t ruct ion of "improved paving" in Baltimore. The study (for i t 
well merited the use of th is term) covered twenty-five pages of 
printed text , including no less than f i f teen pages of elaborate 
s t a t i s t i c s . 6 7 I t was an impressive performance, and i t showed that 
in municipal reference work, as in i t s l eg i s la t ive prototype, the 
dividing l ine between assistance and original research was sometimes 
fa in t , i f indeed not non-existent. 
Informational service on th is scale was not unusual in 
municipal and l eg i s l a t ive reference work. Precisely what effects 
such service had on the conduct of s ta te and c i ty government, i t is 
] not the province of the present study to determine. I t Is perhaps 
sufficient here to say tha t , as agencies of government, the l eg i s l a -
t ive and municipal reference l i b r a r i e s probably eventually d i s -
appointed the hopes of thei r proponents. Both types of l i b r a r i e s 
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were originally organized in the expectation that, by making reliable 
information readily available to government officials, they might 
counteract the influence of pressure-group propaganda, and thus 
effect a substantial improvement in state and city legislation. 
However, the problems of effective legislation proved beyond remedy 
by library service, and popular enthusiasm for legislative and 
municipal reference work noticeably diminished after World War I.68 
But if the legislative and municipal reference libraries 
failed to play a large part in the major arena of government, they 
did have an important role on the smaller stage of library develop-
ment.. Municipal reference libraries and legislative reference 
libraries were only two of the many types of special libraries, but 
they have been described in some detail because they represented in 
themselves the essential' characteristics of the special library as 
it evolved In the generation prior to the first World War. McCarthy 
and his followers were the first to incorporate in practice—and did 
much to spread--the concept of amplified service that was the dis-
tinctive feature of special librarianship. They enlarged the sphere 
of reference work, showing that the library could function effec-
tively as a direct information bureau supplying the fullest and most 
reliable data in the form most convenient for the client's use. The 
slogan of the special library movement was "putting knowledge to 
work." This meant, among other things, putting the subject knowledge 
and professional skill of the reference librarian to more and larger 
work in the pursuit of information than had previously been achieved, 
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CHAPTER VI 
THE INDUSTRIAL RESEARCH LIBRARY: REFERENCE SERVICE 
FOR PROFESSIONAL RESEARCH WORKERS 
Business and Industrial Libraries Before World War I 
No definite year can be set for the origin of special librar-
ies in commerce and industry, but in general they may be said to 
date from about 1900.^ C. C. Williamson has given a plausible explan-
ation of the basic motivation for their establishment. In his view, 
business firms had always found it necessary to devote some effort 
to gathering the information needed in the conduct of their affairs. 
When the growth in size and complexity of American business enter-
prises brought the need for increased specialization in procedures, 
the various activities designed to gather information were integrat-
o 
ed into the d i s t inc t ive divis ion known as the l ib ra ry . 
As Williamson's analysis suggests, the establishment of a l i -
brary service within most firms was usually the re su l t of a gradual 
process of evolution. Over the years a company would have found i t 
necessary to accumulate a stock of reference books and other informa-
tional materials; eventually this col lect ion would have become large 
enough to warrant i t s being placed In charge of a full- t ime employee. 
In this larval stage of business l ib ra ry development, the. l i b ra r i an 
was probably more caretaker and f i l i ng clerk than inte l l igence 
off icer . 3 
Though his respons ib i l i t i es i n i t i a l l y may have called for the 
physical management of the company col lect ion rather than informa-
tion service, the se l f - in te res t of the company l ib ra r i an natural ly 
led him to enhance his s tatus by s t ressing the wider service 
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funct ions p o t e n t i a l in h i s o f f i ce . Indeed, i t was not wholly a 
matter of choice on h i s p a r t , for being pa r t of a business e n t e r -
p r i s e , the l i b r a r i a n had to demonstrate tha t h i s department was a 
" labor-saving , p r o f i t - i n c r e a s i n g d e v i c e . " 4 In other words, as 
revealed by the very t i t l e s of t h e i r a r t i c l e s , 5 company l i b r a r i a n s 
were always i n the p o s i t i o n of having to j u s t i f y t h e i r cost to the 
f irm, and they could best demonstrate t h e i r "earning value" by 
showing tha t they could supply needed information d i r e c t l y , expedi-
t i o u s l y , and in convenient form. M. E. Murray's a t t i t u d e was 
t y p i c a l : "The more e f f i c i e n t l y and oftener the reference l i b r a r y 
serves the organiza t ion , the more time i t saves high-pr iced execu-
t i v e s , and helps the rank and f i l e , the more c e r t a i n i t wi l l become 
a permanent paying department of the business and make i t s e l f i n -
d i spensab le . This i s in general how the earning value. 'wil l be 
de termined." 6 
As suggested by Murray's s tatement , the i n d u s t r i a l l i b r a r y 
i n the period before World War I was oriented ch ie f ly towards 
serving the company executive who needed information for the every-
day conduct of h i s bus iness , but who himself was unequipped or 
r e l u c t a n t to do the l i b r a r y searching necessary to secure i t . Like 
the serv ice offered by the l e g i s l a t i v e reference and municipal 
reference l i b r a r i e s , the reference work i n the business l i b r a r i e s 
was designed for the a s s i s t ance of the Inexperienced i n v e s t i g a t o r 
r a t he r "than for the profess iona l research worker. 
There were, i t i s t r u e , occasional suggestions t h a t extensive 
l i b r a r y ass i s t ance was appropr ia te to the formal researches of the 
s c i e n t i s t s employed.in indust ry as well as the day-to-day i n q u i r i e s 
of the company execut ives . William C. Ferguson, a chemical 
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engineer, thought that the properly organized Industrial research 
department should include "one competent man" to do the translating 
and literature searching needed by the department.7 In his presiden-
t ial address before the American Chemical Sooiety in 1915, Arthur D. 
Little maintained that industrial research laboratories "should each 
be developed around a special library, the business of which should 
be to collect, compile and classify in a way to make instantly 
available every scrap of information bearing upon the materials, 
methods, products and requirements of the industry concerned."8 
Little 's position was based on experience as well as logic, 
for by 1915 there were already a few special libraries operating in 
conjunction with industrial research laboratories,'one of them in 
his own firm.9 These pioneer industrial research libraries not only 
supplied reference service of the conventional general library type 
(finding answers to specific factual inquiries) but also functioned 
as Informational clearinghouses, routing periodicals for regular 
reading by.the research staff, notifying individual research men of 
pertinent publications, and acting as liaison agencies between 
departments working on allied problems.10 
On the other hand, the lacunae in service were also well 
evident. The librarians did not do abstracting or translating, took 
no part in literature surveys, or in the editing of laboratory re-
ports. The questions they cited as typical of their work were of a 
rather simple kind. It was evident that inquiries of a more recon-
dite nature and extended searches for Information s t i l l devolved on 
the research men themselves.11 
In general, then, before the first World War industrial 
research libraries were few in number, and reference service in 
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these l ib ra r ies not yet highly-developed. In part , th i s s i tua t ion 
reflected the influence of the widely-held idea that the professional 
investigator was so much the master of the l i t e r a tu r e of his special 
f ield as to require only incidental bibliographic assistance from 
the l i b r a r i a n . 1 2 The idea may well have had considerable jus t i f i ca -
t ion in fact , for the extent of the sc ient i f ic l i t e r a tu r e in any 
given field did not yet have the overwhelming dimensions i t was 
l a t e r to assume. 
A much more d i rec t factor in limiting the demand for indus-
t r i a l research l ib ra r ies was the small dimensions of indust r ia l 
research i t s e l f at th is time. As previously noted,1 3 the movement 
for the incorporation of research departments in industr ia l enter-
prises did not rea l ly get under way un t i l the end of the nineteenth 
century. Up to the f i r s t World War, industr ia l research was 
quanti tat ively an inconsequential ac t iv i ty , with laboratories few 
in number and small in s ize . Only a handful of firms as yet had 
research departments large enough to warrant the establishment of 
special l i b r a r i e s . 1 4 
A final limiting factor was psychological in nature. As 
J . R. Angell explained, during this period sc ien t i s t s held as some-
thing of a fe t i sh the belief that productive research was the re su l t 
of individual inspirat ion and crea t iv i ty . They depreciated the 
value of teamwork in research, regarding i t s attendant necessity for 
administrative organization as a hampering influence on the freedom 
of the individual worker.15 In effect, this view denied that the 
process of sc ient i f ic investigation was amenable to a division^of 
labor. The corollary, of course,- was that the research worker him-
self should undertake as many as possible of the tasks involved in 
l _ _ : = 
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his work. I t l e f t r e l a t i v e l y l i t t l e scope for the c o l l a b o r a t i o n of 
the l i b r a r i a n . 
The Impetus of the F i r s t World War 
V/ith the ent ry of the United S t a t e s i n t o the war, i n d u s t r i a l 
r e sea rch suddenly became an urgent n e c e s s i t y . No longer able t o 
import the chemicals, dyes, g lassware , medicines and pharmaceuticals 
formerly supplied by Germany, the country had to develop i t s own 
m a t e r i a l s by an i n t e n s i v e and uni ted e f for t on the p a r t of the 
n a t i o n ' s s c i e n t i s t s and i n d u s t r i a l i s t s . The consequence was a rapid 
m u l t i p l i c a t i o n and expansion of i n d u s t r i a l research agencies . Frank 
B. Jewett of the National Research Council gave a vivid d e s c r i p t i o n 
of the overnight burgeoning of i n d u s t r i a l r e sea rch a c t i v i t y under 
wartime p r e s s u r e s : 
. . . r e s e a r c h and p a r t i c u l a r l y i n d u s t r i a l r e sea rch , i s very 
a c t i v e l y i n peop le ' s minds, and before the publ ic a t the 
present t ime. Newspapers, magazines and p e r i o d i c a l s are 
cont inua l ly publ ish ing a r t i c l e s on i t ; vast numbers of 
people are t a l k i n g , more or l e s s knowingly about i t ; and 
i n d u s t r i e s and government depar tments , which up t o a few 
years ago had hardly heard of i n d u s t r i a l r e sea rch , are. 
embarking or endeavoring to embark upon the most e labora te 
research p r o j e c t s . . . . I venture to say t h a t there are 
poss ib ly ten times as many so-ca l led research l a b o r a t o r i e s 
and more than t en times as many so-ca l l ed I n v e s t i g a t o r s i n 
the United S ta tes today as t he re were th ree years a g o . I 6 
An important by-product of the war-time mobi l i za t ion of 
research s k i l l s was the r ecogn i t i on of the v a l i d i t y of the p r i n c i p l e 
of o rganiza t ion and cooperat ion i n r e sea rch . The needs of a country 
a t war could not wait upon ind iv idua l i n s p i r a t i o n . Of neces s i t y 
t r i e d , organized i n d u s t r i a l r esea rch was seen to be h igh ly e f f e c t i v e , 
and i n the l i g h t of t h i s war-time success the case for o rgan iza t ion 
and cooperat ion i n research became compelling. 
World War I brought a t t e n t i o n and p r e s t i g e to the i n d u s t r i a l 
149 
r e s e a r c h movement and demons t ra ted i t s p r a c t i c a l v a l u e f o r the. con-
duc t of i n d u s t r i a l o p e r a t i o n s . From the sp r ingboard prov ided by t h e 
war t h e i n d u s t r i a l r e s e a r c h movement jumped i n t o a pe r iod of remark-
a b l e expans ion . The g e n e r a t i o n between the wars (1920-1940) w i t -
nessed a numer ica l i n c r e a s e of i n d u s t r i a l r e s e a r c h l a b o r a t o r i e s on 
almost an exponen t i a l s c a l e . Expendi tu res by American i n d u s t r y fo r 
s c i e n t i f i c r e s e a r c h i n c r e a s e d from fr29,468,000 i n 1920 t o 
| 2 5 4 , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0 I n 1 9 4 0 . 1 7 The number of i n d u s t r i a l r e s e a r c h l a b o r a -
t o r i e s i n t h e Uni ted S t a t e s , as l i s t e d i n t h e s u c c e s s i v e e d i t i o n s of 
I n d u s t r i a l Research L a b o r a t o r i e s of the Uni ted S t a t e s , grew from 297 
i n 1920 t o 2 ,224 i n 1 9 4 0 . 1 8 D a t a on t h e number of workers employed 
i n i n d u s t r i a l r e s e a r c h l a b o r a t o r i e s r e v e a l t h e same p a t t e r n of 
d r a m a t i c growth, showing an i n c r e a s e i n l a b o r a t o r y p e r s o n n e l from 
about 9,500 i n 1920 t o over 70,000 i n 1 9 4 0 . 1 9 
The v i t a l i t y of the movement was b e s t s een i n t h e f a c t t h a t 
t h e g r e a t b u s i n e s s d e p r e s s i o n of t he e a r l y t h i r t i e s caused only a 
moderate d e c l i n e i n t he number of pe r sons employed i n i n d u s t r i a l 
r e s e a r c h . Nearly 44 per cent of the l a b o r a t o r i e s kep t t h e i r s t a f f s 
as l a r g e as b e f o r e , and some 15 p e r cen t a c t u a l l y i n c r e a s e d the 
number of t h e i r p e r s o n n e l ; by 1955 the l i t t l e ground l o s t was more 
than made u p . 2 0 A p a r t i c u l a r l y s i g n i f i c a n t a s p e c t of t h i s p a t t e r n of 
growth was the i n c r e a s e i n t he number of l a r g e l a b o r a t o r i e s ; t he 
number of companies m a i n t a i n i n g r e s e a r c h s t a f f s of more than f i f t y 
pe r sons i n c r e a s e d from f i f t e e n i n 1921 t o 120 i n 1 9 5 8 . 2 1 
The growth of I n d u s t r i a l r e s e a r c h du r ing and a f t e r t h e f i r s t 
World War provoked a p a r a l l e l expansion of l i b r a r y a c t i v i t y . The 
sudden m u l t i p l i c a t i o n of i n d u s t r i a l r e s e a r c h o p e r a t i o n s i n t he war ' 
y ea r s i n t u r n r e q u i r e d t h e compi l a t i on and accumula t ion of t e c h n i c a l 
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information on a hitherto unprecedented scale. The need was met with 
characteristic American energy and dispatch. As Charles Reese 
described it, 
. . . i n v e s t i g a t o r s and indus t r i e s became aware tha t knowledge of 
condi t ions , discovery,, invent ion, p roduct ion- - in a word, e f f i -
ciency of ef for t was l ack ing . I n t e l l i g e n c e bureaus, informa-
t i ona l departments, s t a f f s of a b s t r a c t o r s , indexers , compilers 
and purveyors appeared suddenly a l l over the country. . .we were 
compelled to t ry to crea te information bureaus a t high speed 
and with fever i sh h a s t e . 2 2 
These ad hoc measures for informational s e rv i ces , taken to 
meet a wartime need, were seen t o have such general u t i l i t y as to 
commend them for adoption i n peacetime operations as we l l . This 
r e a l i z a t i o n prompted the establishment of many new i n d u s t r i a l r e -
search l i b r a r i e s in the years immediately following the end of the 
war. Such prominent firms a's the Aluminum Company of America, 
Proctor and Gamble, the National Anil ine and Chemical Company, and 
the Standard Oil Development Company a l l organized research l i b r a r -
i e s i n 1919, and the Eastman Kodak Company did l ikewise in 1920 . 2 3 
From 1920 on, as in the case of the i n d u s t r i a l research move-
ment i t s e l f , the h i s t o r y of i n d u s t r i a l research l i b r a r i e s was one of 
steady expansion. Though the vagaries of c l a s s i f i c a t i o n prevent the 
ascertainment of t h e i r exact number, there i s no doubt t ha t i t became 
the common p rac t i ce for l i b r a r i e s to be established i n conjunction 
with research l abora to r i e s of any considerable s i z e . However, the 
r e l a t i onsh ip of the l i b r a r y to the labora tory varied considerably 
according to the theor ies of service he ld . These are examined in 
the following sec t ion . 
The Role of the Librar ian in I n d u s t r i a l Research: 
Theories of Service, 1920-1940 
The post-war increase i n the number of i n d u s t r i a l research 
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libraries was prima facie evidence of the importance research 
workers attached to the use of the library. This supposition is 
supported by a number of direct statements from the research men 
themselves. Weidlein and Hamor stressed the need for good technical 
libraries, for "the scientific use of literature...is indispensable 
in laying the foundation for scientific research."24 The National 
Resources Committee set a substantial dollars and cents valuation on 
the use of the library: "...a thorough study of a problem in a good 
library prior to and during the prosecution of research on it will 
2? 
save on the average 10 per cent of the total cost In time and money."1
Such statements, while attesting to the increased prestige 
of the industrial research library, referred primarily to the library 
as the repository of pertinent information, and not to the work of 
the library staff. There remained the very large question of by 
whom and by what means that information was to be brought out for 
most effective research use. 
It was clear that to set a high valuation on the usefulness 
of a thorough library search was not necessarily to concede to the 
librarian a much greater part than that of making the materials 
available. When asked to indicate what qualifications he, as a 
research worker, expected from the librarian, Dr. J. A. Leighty of 
the Lilly Research Laboratories mentioned only the pedestrian virtues 
of accuracy, courtesy and knowledge of general library methods. He 
did not expect the librarian to prepare translations or abstracts 
for him, but was obviously satisfied with good "mechanical" service 
rr-rthe circulation of published abstracts, location of literature 
reviews, the prompt identification and supply of materials request 
Even more revealing was the attitude of G. M. Dexter, a 
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mechanical engineer . While keenly cognizant of the value of " the 
l i b r a r y as an engineering t o o l , " he denied tha t the l i b r a r i a n could 
make an e f f ec t ive search of the l i t e r a t u r e . "Much b e t t e r r e s u l t s , " 
he s t a t ed d e c i s i v e l y , "could be obtained by an engineer ins tead of 
a l i b r a r i a n . " 2 7 
Dexter*s p r i n c i p a l ob jec t ion to the l i b r a r i a n ' s doing l i t e r a -
t u r e searches for l abora to ry s t a f f l ay In the l i b r a r i a n s supposed 
lack of subject knowledge. This view was not uncommon among research^ 
men. In i t s most extreme form i t i d e n t i f i e d the l i b r a r i a n with the 
old s t e reo type of "custodian of books." Byron Soule, for i n s t a n c e , 
made a scathing denuncia t ion of the t yp i ca l " t ra ined l i b r a r i a n . " 
To whom s h a l l he C i . e . the research chemist3 t u r n for l i b r a r y 
aid? The obvious person i s the t ra ined l i b r a r i a n . Unfortu-
na te ly , as now re leased from our schools of l i b r a r y sc ience , 
she i s not pe r sona l ly acquainted with l abora to ry o p e r a t i o n s . -
The language of the sciences i s unfamil iar to her so the 
t echn ica l a s soc i a t i on of ideas and subjec ts i s impossible . 
When asked for a p a r t i c u l a r volume she can promptly find i t , 
but in general her t r a i n i n g i s confined to book buying and 
guardianship . Her r e s p o n s i b i l i t y - e n d s a t the cover.28 
Soule, of course, f a i l ed to r e a l i z e t h a t the " t y p i c a l l i b r a r -
ian" he had i n mind was by no means r e p r e s e n t a t i v e of the range of 
a b i l i t i e s to be found within t he p rofess ion . A more moderate 
p o s i t i o n conceded t h a t there were spec ia l l i b r a r i a n s with a very 
f a i r degree of subject knowledge, yet s t i l l doubted t ha t anyone 
j other than the research worker himself was r e a l l y competent to cope 
with the h ighly t echn ica l I nqu i r i e s in to which h i s minutely 
spec ia l i zed i n v e s t i g a t i o n s led him.29 
A s imi la r l i n e of reasoning prompted C. K. Mees, the we l l -
known research d i r e c t o r of the Eastman Kodak Company, to cas t 
doubts on the f e a s i b i l i t y of the company l i b r a r i a n ' s prepar ing 
a b s t r a c t s for the l abora to ry workers. I t was probably b e t t e r , he 
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maintained, to arrange for the research workers themselves to prepare 
abstracts dealing with their own special section of science, with 
the librarian's part limited to classifying and distributing the 
abstracts received.30 
An obvious alternative solution for the problem of abstracting 
but again one that tended to minimize the role of the librarian, was 
simply to utilize the ready-made abstracts available in published 
form from such "services" as Chemical Abstracts. In fact, E. J. 
Crane, the editor of Chemical Abstracts, implied that only some such 
organization as his own, which could muster to the task of abstract-
ing highly trained scientists possessing unusual knowledge of the 
subject field and special competence in the use of words, could 
produce really satisfactory results .3! 
Indeed, the existence of regular "services" such as Chemical 
Abstracts represented the embodiment of an old hope that, implicitly 
at least, ran counter to the whole idea of library reference, work. 
For in theory such a centralized information service, providing an 
expertly prepared condensation of the entire literature of the 
subject, would render the individual researcher all but self-
sufficient in so far as his informational needs were concerned. He 
would have to depend on the librarian only for the physical supply 
of the materials identified as pertinent by his abstracting and 
indexing service. I t was the same hope that had actuated the 
preparation of the Index-Catalogue of the Surgeon-General's Library, 
and an analogous belief had once held that the catalog could be the 
single key that would unlock the entire contents of the library.32 
In the twenties, the hope must have seemed bright, for the 
inadequacies of the centralized bibliographic "services" had not beer 
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made manifest. Hasse saw in the proliferation of such "services" a 
very real possibility that they would lead to the atrophy of refer-
ence service to research workers. "It would seem then that the 
apparent trend is that libraries will concentrate upon the care and 
collecting of books and book materials, but that the analysis of 
this material will more and more become the work of special groups." 
Hasse proved to be a false prophet, for she failed to take 
into consideration factors that militated against the success of the 
published "services." However technically proficient, abstracts pre-
pared by a central bureau could not be as timely as those prepared 
locally. Moreover, as "ready-made" articles, the former would not 
be so directly relevant to the particular interests and viewpoints 
of the individual research team as abstracts "tailored-to-fit." 
Even more pertinent was the increasingly apparent fact that 
the coverage of the bibliographical services could not keep pace 
with the increasing volume and complexity of the literature. 
Chemical Abstracts, it was true, continued to provide a reasonably 
adequate survey of the literature of chemistry. Even so, a complete 
search of the literature of any subject in the field of chemistry, 
especially one involving cross-relationships with other sciences, 
necessarily required consultation of many other bibliographic 
sources. For most other areas of industrial research nothing nearly 
so broad in coverage as Chemical Abstracts was available, and the 
astounding rate of increase in technical literature was steadily 
widening the gap. As early as 1932 an overall appraisal of the 
means available for the bibliographic control of technical litera-
ture concluded: "Technical literature has become so voluminous and 
its rate of increase so rapid that need for skillful management of 
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information service has grown up faster than the requisite skill has 
developed."35 
I t thus became clear that subscription to a "service,"—or 
even a number of them—provided no easy solution for the biblio-
graphical problems of industrial research workers. Information 
service remained perforce a local responsibility. If, then, the 
research team could not have the requisite information served up in 
package form by a central bureau, how was the literature to be 
tapped? 
As already seen, one school of thought among research workers 
held that the appropriate means was to have the researcher do i t for 
himself. But a necessary preliminary to effective literature 
searching was an intimate knowledge of the bibliography of the 
subject and mastery of library techniques—this much was conceded 
even by those most convinced that the researcher should do his own 
literature work.56 Though no reliable data were available to 
indicate the exact extent of the average research worker's biblio-
graphical competence, the weight of opinion estimated i t as being 
of a very low level. "Most technical schools," Catherine Davies 
explained, "neither require nor offer courses in library research; 
hence research men know laboratory techniques much better than 
library techniques."37 
Not only was the average research worker ill-prepared for the 
work of literature searching, but also i t was unlikely to elicit his 
interest. Most scientists, according to Arthur Connolly, had l i t t l e 
taste for what appeared to them as a plodding, time-consuming 
consultation of Indexes, .bibliographies and abstracts.' 
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The romance of discovering the secrets of nature in the 
laboratory s t i l l appeals much more to the average research 
scientist than the drudgery of carefully considering, 
digesting, and correlating technical treatises, publica-
tions and patents....the average, research scientist is 
temperamentally wedded to the laboratory. He prefers the 
manipulation of beakers, test tubes, autoclaves, etc., to-
the dull task of studying the literature.3 8 ' 
The most comprehensive argument for extensive reference serv-
ice held that, even when the research man was competent and willing 
to undertake his own bibliographical work, i t was unprofitable for 
him to do so. The research worker was a highly paid specialist 
whose time was most valuable to the employing firm when i t was spent 
on tasks directly connected with his specialty—laboratory investiga-
tion. A basic principle of the organization of research was the 
division of labor. This principle meant that no task involved in 
the research process should be assigned to the scientist himself if 
i t could be done efficiently by a lesser-paid employee. Il lustrat-
ing the application of this principle, Mees showed how such activ-
ities as electrical measurements, lens optics, photometric-, measure-
ments, lantern-slide making and instrument-making, all at one time 
devolving on the research worker himself, had, with the advances 
made in the organization of research, become "service tasks" dele-
gated to specialists.39 
To many observers, both librarians and scientists, the same 
principle seemed to point to the employment of- "literature 
specialists" who would be responsible for the satisfaction of the 
literature needs of the research organization. As early as 1922, 
research directors Fleming and Pearce averred that "(^literature 
workjj is most effectively carried out by a specially trained staff 
at a much lower cost than is entailed If i t is distributed among 
research workers."40 Similarly, Lucy Lewton, in defining the 
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functions of the librarian, thought that such activities as presen-
tation of data in summarized form, abstracting, preparation of 
bibliographies, translating, even analysis of patent novelty points 
were "services obviously within the library's scope."41 
Even Soule, so acriminious a critic of the ordinary product 
of the library school, nevertheless felt that, given the optimum 
training, a librarian could logically take complete responsibility 
for the laboratory's literature work. 
Without an intimate knowledge of searching aids or the skill 
to use them efficiently, the task of locating obscure data 
is too much for anyone who must spend his best hours in the 
laboratory. He should gladly pass the work on to a specialist 
exactly as he does when intricate electrical devices and 
complicated glass apparatus are required. His triumph comes 
in the use of these adjuncts, not in their construction.... 
The library technologist is the logical person to assume the 
responsibility for these special searches.... He can handle 
the library part of an investigation exactly as the laboratorian 
deals with the manipulative part.42 
After a generation of discussion, the literature of special 
librarianship still showed no agreement on how far the librarian was 
to go in his assistance to the industrial research worker. Probably, 
in the final analysis, no single, overall answer could be given, for 
it depended on the ability and desire of the researcher to do his 
ov/n literature work and on the competence of the librarian, all three 
of these factors being variables of wide range. 
The end result was, then, a series of answers. The minimum 
position held that the research worker must himself be primarily 
responsible for the performance of his literature work, but even then 
never to the point of completely dispensing with the reference serv-
ice of the librarian. It was recognized that the sheer complexity 
and extent of the scientific literature would ordinarily require the 
assistance of the librarian at least for the choice of index 
JJi •••l-.LJil r<y*yjwe*rwmwi mini •MBWMWWW^WIHWHWWI'IWWWMWI W»I n m — W K X I — W W W I 158 
headings, the indication of possible sources in related fields, the 
verification of obscure references, et cetera.43 
The maximum position—which assumed that the research worker 
was willing and the librarian able—held that the reference service 
might logically encompass the whole range of literature work 
involved in research, including literature searches, translations, 
abstracting, and editorial assistance.44 
Probably the usual position was somewhere in between, but 
chronologically the literature showed a distinct disposition for 
opinion to favor increased assistance by the librarian. Unquestion-
ably the post-war theory of industrial research accorded a definite 
place—under favorable conditions a very large place—to library 
reference services in the research process. This meant an important 
enlargement of the role of the reference librarian. He had already 
shown himself to be an effective aid in the informal investigations 
of the untrained legislator and businessman. He was now being 
increasingly recognized, at least in theory, as the potential 
collaborator of the professional research worker. 
The Industrial Research Library, 1920-1940: 
Patterns of Service 
It Is difficult to find sufficient common denominators in the 
working methods of industrial research libraries to serve as the 
basis for a reliable general description of their practices.45 The 
fact that few industrial research libraries make available their 
reports adds to the difficulties of classification and appraisal, 
since the published descriptions in Special Libraries and technical 
journals are almost invariably brief, chatty rather than probing, 
and often so highly colored by the personal interest of the author 
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as to be mere claims r a t h e r than objec t ive observat ion. The lack of 
annual repor t s a lso makes i t d i f f i c u l t to d i sce rn chronological 
development i n s e rv i ce . 
Nevertheless , one may d i s t i n g u i s h severa l more or l e s s 
d i s t i n c t l eve ls or pa t t e rns of reference se rv ice among i n d u s t r i a l re- | 
search l i b r a r i e s , corresponding f a i r l y c lose ly to the d i f f e r e n t 
theor ies of s e rv i ce . At the lowest l e v e l , the only thing " spec i a l " 
about the i n d u s t r i a l research l i b r a r y was i t s c o l l e c t i o n and 
c l a s s i f i c a t i o n , with the l i b r a r i a n ' s a s s i s t ance being engaged only 
for the simpler f ac tua l i n q u i r i e s and for the v e r i f i c a t i o n of t i t l e s . 
A serv ice of t h i s type was described by the l i b r a r i a n of the Mellon 
I n s t i t u t e of I n d u s t r i a l Research in P i t t sbu rgh . She did l i t t l e 
reference work, she explained, because the s t a f f members did a l l 
t h e i r own l i t e r a t u r e searching and a b s t r a c t i n g . As a general r u l e , 
they cal led upon her for a s s i s t ance only in l oca t ing f i l e s of 
journals in other l i b r a r i e s and i n t racking down obscure references.4 6 
However, ins tances of such l imited serv ice were extremely 
r a r e . 4 7 In th i s case at l e a s t , i t was obviously the product of the 
spec ia l condit ions obtaining a t the Mellon I n s t i t u t e . Though the 
I n s t i t u t e did s c i e n t i f i c research on a cont rac tua l bas is for 
i n d u s t r i a l corpora t ions , i t s chief r a i son d ' e t r e was the t r a i n i n g 
of young s c i e n t i s t s in the techniques of research by a system of 
" i n d u s t r i a l fe l lowships . " The s k i l l f u l use of t echn ica l l i t e r a t u r e 
was considered an important p a r t of t ha t t r a i n i n g , hence the 
"fel lows" were d e l i b e r a t e l y enjoined to seek only the minimum amount 
of a s s i s t ance from the l i b r a r i a n . 4 8 
A purely commercial research labora tory n a t u r a l l y f e l t no 
such r e s p o n s i b i l i t y for the t r a i n i n g of i t s s t a f f members, and 
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looked upon the librarian's services as a straight labor-saving 
device, to be given the maximum exploitation consistent with the 
desires of the researchers and the capabilities of the librarian. 
Where these two limiting factors were still of some weight, the 
result was an intermediate level of service, which characteristically 
(though never exactly so in any one instance) featured the following 
types of activity. 
In response to specific requests, the librarian would be 
expected to indicate the physical location of materials, to identify 
and verify references, and to supply factual information directly 
(i.e. without involving the use of the material by the inquirer), 
when such information was readily ascertainable from standard refer-
ence books and did not necessitate special subject knowledge for its 
interpretation. In inquiries of larger scope, demanding a review of 
the literature rather than specific facts, the librarian would pre-
pare a bibliography of pertinent references. At this intermediate 
level, such bibliographies v/ould be selective but not "critical" or 
evaluative—that is, the librarian would not be prepared to assess 
the reliability of the data, but would be expected to know enough 
about the subject of Inquiry to guarantee the relevance of the 
material listed.49 
This left the exhaustive bibliographies and literature 
summaries to be prepared by the research men themselves, but even 
in these tasks the librarian would have an important share, utiliz-
ing his technical knowledge of bibliography to suggest lines of 
approach, references from related fields, materials likely to be 
overlooked by the research worker (such as chapters In general books 
and articles in obscure journals) and sources of information outside 
161 
the local library.50 
In addition to information supplied for specific inquiries, 
the "intermediate" library customarily sought, by a variety of means, 
to keep its clientele up-to-date on the current developments in the 
field. Many industrial research libraries maintained a "routing 
service," regularly dispatching incoming materials, especially 
periodicals, to the members of the research staff. Over and above 
this more or less "mechanical" service, the librarian was expected 
to have a close enough knowledge of the individual interests of the 
research workers to be able to call their attention to specific 
publications of use to them. As Greenman graphically described the 
operation of such service in the Arthur D. Little Inc. library, 
"the librarian serves as the eyes of the organization, searching for 
literature of interest and value to the specialists engaged in 
relatively different fields of chemical research."51 
A common alternative (In some cases a supplement) to the 
circulation of the materials themselves was the preparation and 
distribution of a l i s t or bulletin identifying the important current 
literature received. The bulletin might be merely an accessions 
l i s t , giving only the references in classified form,52 but more 
often i t also supplied abstracts or annotations of the articles 
listed. At the "intermediate level" of service, however, the 
writing of the abstracts did not devolve upon the library staff. 
Either the abstracts v/ere copied verbatim from the published serv-
ices such as Engineering Index or Chemical Abstracts,53 or, where 
the desire for promptness precluded waiting for published abstracts, 
the abstracts were prepared by the research workers themselves, with 
the library staff merely being responsible for their reproduction 
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and dissemination.54 
It is thus seen that at the "intermediate level" of reference 
service the research workers still retained the major responsibility 
for the literature side of their investigations. In libraries of 
the third type—giving maximum service—the division of labor betwea 
laboratory and library workers was nearly complete, with the library 
staff taking over almost all the bibliographical tasks involved in 
the research process. Since conventional reference work represented 
only a part of such service, some writers on special librarianship 
have preferred to apply a new, more inclusive term for it, such as 
"literature service work" or "research information service."55 
The activities involved in such "literature service work" 
were roughly of the same general types already described, but 
required a maximum degree of participation and knowledge from the 
library staff. In inquiries requesting specific facts, the "litera-
ture specialist" might be expected not only to supply the informa-
tion directly (rather than indicate sources), but often would also 
be prepared to give an immediate answer from personal knowledge, 
without recourse to published sources. In either case, the litera-
ture specialist assumed responsibility for the validity of the 
information, supplying where necessary, critical statements indicat-
ing the limitations and applicability of the data.56 
More often, the request from the researcher necessitated an 
overall survey of the literature of an area rather than specific 
items of information. In such cases the "literature specialist" 
made a thorough and careful review of the pertinent publications, 
submitting either a critical bibliography (in case the researcher 
wished to consult the material for himself), or a formal report 
«xvaKjv*mm 
163; 
summarizing the f i n d i n g s of t h e l i t e r a t u r e . 5 7 Such r e p o r t s , d e s c r i b -
i n g " t h e s t a t e of t he a r t , " were commonly r e q u i r e d by many r e s e a r c h 
l a b o r a t o r i e s as a n e c e s s a r y p r e l i m i n a r y t o t h e i n a u g u r a t i o n of any 
new r e s e a r c h p r o j e c t . 
Though t h i s s o r t of l i t e r a t u r e s e a r c h u s u a l l y preceded labora-) 
t o r y r e s e a r c h , i t did no t n e c e s s a r i l y cease a t t h a t p o i n t . The 
l i t e r a t u r e s e a r c h o f t en proceeded c o n c u r r e n t l y wi th t h e l a b o r a t o r y 
work, w i t h the l i t e r a t u r e s p e c i a l i s t p a r t i c i p a t i n g i n t he conferences 
of t h e r e s e a r c h men, p r o v i d i n g the i d e a s sugges ted by t h e c u r r e n t 
l i t e r a t u r e as h i s s h a r e i n a con t inuous c o l l a b o r a t i o n on p l a n s and 
m e t h o d s . 5 8 
While t h e l i t e r a t u r e su rvey p robab ly ranked as t he most 
i m p o r t a n t s i n g l e f u n c t i o n of t h e i n d u s t r i a l r e s e a r c h l i b r a r y , 
q u a n t i t a t i v e l y i t r e p r e s e n t e d only a smal l p a r t of " l i t e r a t u r e 
s e r v i c e work." The e s t a b l i s h e d p o l i c y of t o p - l e v e l i n d u s t r i a l 
r e s e a r c h l i b r a r i a n s was to be a g g r e s s i v e i n t h e i r s e r v i c e , no t 
w a i t i n g f o r i n q u i r i e s , bu t as f a r as p o s s i b l e a n t i c i p a t i n g t h e 
i n f o r m a t i o n a l needs of t h e i r c l i e n t e l e by p r e p a r i n g and d i s s e m i n a t -
i n g a s t e a d y supply of c u r r e n t d a t a . ^ 
The f a v o r i t e medium f o r t he accomplishment of t h i s purpose 
was t h e a b s t r a c t b u l l e t i n , c u s t o m a r i l y i s s u e d i n mimeographed form 
a t weekly or monthly i n t e r v a l s . Like i t s c o u n t e r p a r t i n t h e o t h e r 
t ypes of i n d u s t r i a l r e s e a r c h l i b r a r y , the a b s t r a c t b u l l e t i n of t h e 
t o p - l e v e l l i b r a r y was des igned t o keep t h e l a b o r a t o r y s t a f f a b r e a s t 
of t h e c u r r e n t t e c h n i c a l l i t e r a t u r e , b u t , be ing p r epa red by t h e 
l o c a l l i t e r a t u r e s p e c i a l i s t r a t h e r t h a n r e p r o d u c i n g p u b l i s h e d 
a b s t r a c t s , i t had the i m p o r t a n t advantage of be ing bo th b r o a d e r and 
more s e l e c t i v e i n i t s cove rage . I t was b roade r I n t h a t i t commonly 
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covered not only the published literature but also the company's own 
confidential research reports, more selective in that the literature 
specialist utilized his intimate knowledge of the firm's special 
interests and viewpoint to bring out the aspects of the literature 
that had the most relevance for the company's particular problems. 
Almost inevitably, the industrial research libraries command-
ing the talent and resources to offer such intensive assistance were 
drawn into, or assumed on their own initiative, many miscellaneous 
services as well. C. R. Whittemore mentioned that many such librar-
ies were responsible for the maintenance of statistics relating to 
the economic interest of their firms.60 The library staff of the 
International Nickel Company compiled an annual review of the growth 
of the nickel industry.61 A translation service, at least for French 
and German, was commonly expected, and in many firms the librarian 
had important responsibilities in connection with editorial work and 
writing—preparing manuals and descriptive bulletins, editing tech-
nical reports for publication, sometimes even "ghost writing" 
papers for company exectuvies.62 
In the absence of any overall survey of reference services in 
industrial research libraries, no wholly reliable estimate can be 
made of the incidence of the various types of service. It seems 
highly probable, however, that the general trend between 1920 and 
19 40 was to have the librarian assume an increasingly important 
role in the research process. By 1934, when Cole made a more or 
less official description of the work of the special librarian in 
the chemical industry, the functions of the librarian were held to 
include all of the following tasks: answering of factual inquiries, 
preparation of bibliographies, scanning and referral of incoming 
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literature, preparation of an abstract bulletin, translations, and 
making of literature surveys.63 Similarly, Brown's survey of services 
in petroleum libraries showed that in 1937 the large majority of 
these libraries were doing translations, abstracting, and literature 
searches, as well as the conventional reference work.64 
In the final analysis, however, i t does not much matter 
whether such extensive reference service actually represented the 
norm In Industrial research library's operation, for the existence 
of even a few instances of such service would have been sufficient 
to demonstrate its feasibility. Theorists had long maintained, on 
the basis of intrinsic logic, that given proper training and suffi-
cient responsibility, the reference librarian could provide an 
efficient and economical substitute for expensive library research 
by the client himself. In the industrial research library, this 
division of labor between librarian and client, which had already 
proven profitable for the legislator and the company executive, 
was applied to the needs of professional research personnel--and i t 
worked. 
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CHAPTER VII 
REFERENCE SERVICE IN THE 
GENERAL RESEARCH LIBRARY, 1917-1940 
To g e n e r a l r e s e a r c h l i b r a r i e s , as t o o t h e r s o c i a l i n s t i t u -
t i o n s , t h e F i r s t World War b rough t t h e need f o r a d a p t a t i o n t o novel 
c o n d i t i o n s ; i n e v i t a b l y r e f e r e n c e depa r tmen t s s u f f e r e d t h e i r s h a r e of 
d i s l o c a t i o n s and r e a r r a n g e m e n t s . Shor t age of t r a i n e d p e r s o n n e l was 
common, and i n t h e case of t h e Yale U n i v e r s i t y L i b r a r y . i t was s e v e r e 
enough t o b r i n g about t h e temporary e l i m i n a t i o n of t he p o s i t i o n of 
r e f e r e n c e l i b r a r i a n . 1 Converse ly , e l sewhere t h e i n c r e a s e d i n fo rma-
t i o n a l demands of w a r - s t i m u l a t e d r e s e a r c h g r e a t l y a c c e l e r a t e d r e f e r -
ence a c t i v i t y ; t h e Columbia U n i v e r s i t y L i b r a r y p rov ided q u a r t e r s and 
a s s i s t a n c e f o r a team of government i n v e s t i g a t o r s and went t o excep-
t i o n a l l e n g t h s i n s u p p l y i n g i n f o r m a t i o n . 2 
On t h e whole, however, r a d i c a l v a r i a t i o n s from t h e normal 
p a t t e r n i n r e f e r e n c e work were as s h o r t - l i v e d as t h e emergency by 
which t h e y were c a l l e d f o r t h . As p r e v i o u s l y shown, 3 by 1916 r e f e r -
ence s e r v i c e could look back on n e a r l y two g e n e r a t i o n s of d e v e l o p -
ment, and had achieved a s t a b i l i t y proof a g a i n s t who le sa l e d i s l o c a -
t i o n even by t he mass ive s t i m u l i of war . Accord ing ly , t h e h i s t o r y 
of r e f e r e n c e s e r v i c e between t h e wars was marked by no sharp changes 
i n d i r e c t i o n , b u t i n s t e a d was c h a r a c t e r i z e d by t h e f u r t h e r e x p l o r a -
t i o n and i n t e n s i f i c a t i o n of p r a c t i c e s and t r e n d s a l r e a d y c l e a r l y 
o u t l i n e d i n t h e pre-war e r a . 
I n s t r i c t l y q u a n t i t a t i v e t e r m s , t he tendency toward an i n -
c r e a s e i n t h e volume of r e f e r e n c e work done and i n t h e number of 
i r e f e r e n c e workers employed con t inued a lmost unaba ted th roughou t t h e 
I 
j entire post-war period, with only a temporary depression-caused 
i
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reduc t ion i n personnel during the f i r s t years of the t h i r t i e s to 
i n t e r r u p t the s teady upward progress ion of the s t a t i s t i c s . To c i t e 
an example t yp i ca l of many publ ic l i b r a r i e s , the Minneapolis Public 
Library estimated that i n the period from 1899 to 1959 the re was a 
more than twenty-fold inc rease i n the volume of i t s reference work. 
The u n i v e r s i t y l i b r a r i e s could claim s imi l a r ga ins . Carl 
White 's study of the personnel s t a t i s t i c s for e ight u n i v e r s i t y 
l i b r a r i e s showed t h a t twice as many reference l i b r a r i a n s were em-
ployed i n 1957-1958 as i n 1918-1919.5 Many an ind iv idua l u n i v e r s i t y 
l i b r a r y could point to an even more impressive record . Yale, which 
had no f u l l - t i m e reference l i b r a r i a n i n 1920 and only one up to 
Ju ly , 1922, had three reference l i b r a r i a n s by 1924-1925, and t en by 
1958-1959. The Univers i ty of Minnesota Library had one reference 
l i b r a r i a n i n 1921 and nine i n 1941 . 7 
With the increase i n volume of reference work the re came an 
inc rease i n i t s p r e s t i g e , a t l e a s t i n the eyes of l i b r a r i a n s them-
s e l v e s . A repor t of the Cleveland Public Library ca l led re fe rence 
work "perhaps i t s most valuable s e r v i c e . " 8 For J . Chr i s t i an Bay of 
the John Crerar Library, reference se rv ice was "the L i b r a r y ' s most 
9 
v i t a l func t ion , " and Joeckel and Carnovsky suggested tha t re ference 
se rv ice cons t i tu ted the chief j u s t i f i c a t i o n for the publ ic l i b r a r y ' s 
claim to be an educational i n s t i t u t i o n . 1 0 
P o l i c i e s of Reference Service 
Agreement on the importance of reference se rv ice did not p r e -
vent l i b r a r i a n s from d i f f e r i n g considerably on p o l i c i e s for the 
ac tua l conduct of reference work. The c e n t r a l i s sue of reference 
se rv ice pol icy—the nature and extent of the a s s i s t ance to be 
offered—had not been resolved by the d i scuss ions of the pre-war 
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period, and this continued to be the subject of a lively debate in 
the quarter-century that followed. 
The "conservative theory" never ceased to find adherents. I t 
had a particularly strong following among university librarians, 
many of whom, thinking i t educationally advantageous to foster a 
spiri t of self-dependence on the part of library patrons, stressed 
reference work as a means of instruction, with a corresponding de-
emphasis on i ts function as an information service. A statement in 
a Princeton University Library report may.be taken as typifying this 
belief: "The function of the Reference Librarians in a university 
is not to find the material which Is needed, but to show the student 
how to discover i t for himself."12 
The same attitude was often carried over imperceptibly, if 
not logically, to service for faculty. Thus Wayne Yenawine affirmed 
that "personal resourcefulness and independence on the part of the 
student and of the faculty are to be desired and encouraged at all 
times Cby reference librarians3» Similarly, Margaret Hutchins 
observed that reference librarians considered i t "part of their 
objectives to foster self-dependence on the part of students and 
faculty."14 
Just what educational purposes were being served by denying 
to faculty more than minimal assistance was seldom made clear. 
Tacitly, however, the policy was undoubtedly based on the old 
assumption that the mature scholar did not need help--or at any rate 
ought hot need i t . s 
The assumption--and i ts corollary that reference service was 
basically "help for the helpless"—was held by a number of public 
librarians as well. The American Library Association's Survey of 
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Libraries in the United States indicated that the policy of the 
public libraries of New York, Oakland and Toledo, among others, was 
to supply the actual information only for readers who appeared 
incapable or finding it for themselves.15 The statement of the 
Washington (D.C.) Public Library was a particularly forthright expo-
sition of this point of view: 
Students are encouraged to help themselves and do their own 
work. Inquirers of sufficient mental calibre can go on to 
do their searching after direction and help. Helpless 
inquirers, foreigners, and timid people, are helped to use 
the material so that the assistant is sure that the desired 
information is found.16 
If the "conservative theory" of referenoe work undeniably 
persisted, it was not without mounting criticism and challenge. 
J. Christian Bay felt that mere "guidance" was inadequate. Library 
patrons, he stated, should secure "critically sifted information... 
The ideal for anyone connected with reference work is not merely to 
indicate a mass of literature but to illumine it."17 Similarly, 
W. S. Learned made a pointed contrast between the public library's 
potentialities as a "community intelligence service" and the 
"trifling service"'which, in many institutions, serious inquirers 
could then actually command.18 
On the positive side, opposition to the "conservative" view 
of reference work manifested itself in the support of various 
i 
counte r - theor ies tha t looked toward the prov is ion of a more generous, 
more thorough, more scho la r ly reference s e r v i c e . While these 
theo r i e s a c t u a l l y represented a f a i r l y wide spectrum of opinion, 
they shared enough fea tures i n common for J . I . Wyer to be able to 
group them i n t o two major c a t e g o r i e s : the "moderate" and the 
" l i b e r a l " theor ies of reference work.1 9 
The "moderate" p o s i t i o n was bes t represented by the expositlort 
of reference work written by Charles McCombs for the American 
Library Association's Manual of Library Economy. McCombs defined 
reference work as 
help given by the librarian to a reader in finding books or 
facts needed for some sort of study or for some other 
particular purpose.... The librarian is not concerned with 
the study itself, when once the books needed are identified 
or placed at the disposition of the reader, or with the 
interpretation or utilization of the facts, when once they 
are found or the source of information pointed out.... The 
function of the reference department, then, is to aid 
readers in using books. The aim of the department is to 
see that the inquirer Is supplied with information, if it 
can be found in books or by means of books.20 
—'• If McCombs' description was reminiscent of the "conservative" 
position in its assumption that the librarian had no responsibility 
for the credibility of the information he supplied, it was free of 
the implication that the direct supply of information (as distin-
guished from the indication of sources) was somehow suspect. More-
over, he advocated that the policy of minimum assistance apply only 
r 
to undergraduate students and to the "aimless habitues" of public 
libraries,conceding that the social importance of his work entitled 
21 
the scholar to special help. However, he cautiously warned that 
the practical ability of the library to supply special help to the 
scholar could not often match its willingness to do so. Extensive 
assistance such as translating, digesting or tabulating the material 
found could very seldom be extended even to the bona fide scholar 
except on a service charge basis.22 
The "moderate theory" thus represented a compromise between 
guidance and full information service, between a laudable desire to 
be of maximum assistance in important investigations and realistic 
reservations about the ability of the library to do so. It offered 
a workable mean between demand and capacity, and as such provided a 
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policy for reference service that proved attractive to many, perhaps 
a majority, of the general research libraries. The Survey of Librar-j 
i ies in the United States, reported that nearly half the larger 
public libraries commonly found the desired information for a reader 
in preference to merely referring him to the proper sources.23 More-
over, most libraries of this class did not set arbitrary limits on 
the time to be devoted to questions, professing to be governed in 
this respect "by circumstances," and thus implying that exception-
ally important inquiries might be allotted a liberal allotment of 
24. 
the reference department's time. * 
While most general l i b r a r i e s were inclined to favor the 
"moderate theory," a few l ibrar ians were disposed to adopt a much 
more advanced position—the " l ibera l theory" of reference service . 
The most ardent and convincing exponent of the " l ibera l theory" was 
J. I . Wyer. In a def in i t ion that transcended the usual caution of 
the textbook, he enthusias t ical ly described this theory as one that 
wil l assume that every l ib rary desires to give the fu l les t 
possible a t tent ion to demands made on i t s reference service: 
that i t will wish to find or create ways and means to 
sat isfy every questioner. This will be especially true of 
that part of i t s work which has to do with the more serious 
study of i t s book col lec t ions . The only tenable, impregnable 
theory of reference work is that which frankly recognizes the 
l i b r a ry ' s obligation to give this unlimited service, and such 
a theory squares with pract ice in commercial and other f i e l d s . 
I t i s service, not suggestion that i s at a premium.25 
The " l ibera l theory" of reference service, as expounded by 
Wyer, actually united three different , if complementary, ideas. In 
the f i r s t place, i t maintained that the ful l and d i rec t supply of 
r e l i ab le information was a perfectly valid objective of the library.26 
In l ine with th is reasoning, the reference l i b r a r i a n ' s duty would 
only be fu l f i l led when he had given the fu l l es t possible considera-
t ion to the accuracy of the information and, where possible, to the 
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convenience of t h e r e a d e r . ' 
In the second place, so far from denying to research workers 
extensive personal assistance on. the grounds that they needed no 
more than access to the materials themselves, the "liberal theory" 
accorded such patrons special consideration.28 It thus implied that 
there should be a differentiation of reference services within a 
given library on the basis of level of inquiry, with the important 
corollary that the "research service unit" would be prepared to 
offer more, not less, assistance. 
Finally, the "liberal theory" of reference service embodied 
the concept of a library assistance that would be "expert," a 
service that could guarantee the authenticity and relevance of the 
information it supplied because it was founded on the firm and 
impeccable scholarship of the library staff. It visualized the 
existence of a reference corps with a thorough knowledge of the 
general tools and methods of bibliography, and equipped as well with 
the competence to handle the esoteric materials of specific subject 
fields.29 
Taken as a whole, the "liberal" concept of reference service 
represented an ideal, rather than a program for immediate action. 
Few librarians of the twenties and even of the thirties, were pre-
pared to accept the ideal In toto, or regarded It as anything but 
visionary. Wyer himself admitted that there was no immediate pros-
pect of its achievement. He regarded the consummation of the 
"liberal" program as a goal to which the library profession should 
work, in the meantime proposing the "moderate" program as the 
irreducible minimum.30 
But if the liberal program was too big to be swallowed whole, 
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some of its individual parts appeared readily palatable to many 
librarians. Of these, the idea that gained the greatest degree of 
acceptance was the belief that the reference librarians in research 
libraries should be subject specialists. The idea already had 
mustered considerable support before World War I,31 and with the 
\ passage of time it picked considerably more momentum, the trend 
being particularly strong after 1950. Peyton Hurt, for instance, 
stated categorically that "the highest type of library service calls 
for special knowledge...a general library must be so administered 
that individual staff members may devote some of their time to work 
in special fields."32- The English librarian H. A. Sharp carried 
away from his tour of American libraries (1956) the definite impres-
sion of a strong sentiment in favor of subject specialization.33 
At the close of the period, Shores' informal survey showed that 
public and university reference librarians considered subject 
specialization the most important means for the improvement of 
reference work.34 
Like many another "cause," subject specialization was subject 
to a variety of interpretations. The majority viewpoint associated 
subject specialization with "departmentalization," understanding by 
the latter term the segregation of the book collections on the basis 
of subject. The reasoning here was that the librarian in charge of 
such a "subject department" would combine subject-training with an 
intimate knowledge of the library's resources in that field and 
hence would be able to offer expert service. On the other hand, 
a few librarians, Hurt for one, felt that reference workers In a 
|i general library could specialize in the literature and bibliography 
of particular subject fields without having the unity of the book 
• •»*» 
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collection destroyed by the establishment of separate subject 
departments.36 
Neither plan of subject specialization necessarily bespoke a 
policy of extensive assistance to research comparable to that 
offered in many industrial libraries. Yet, though not synonomous 
with such a policy, subject specialization was an indispensable pre-
liminary to it. Any thorough-going program of reference service to 
research workers was necessarily predicated on the ability of the 
librarian to know the terminology, methods and bibliography of the 
special field in which the individual research worker was conducting 
his line of investigation. Indeed, the focal point of the 
criticism of the reference service usual in the twenties was that 
no more than superficial aid could be rendered by a reference librar-} 
ian trying to offer assistance in.inquiries encompassing the whole 
range of knowledge. Learned exposed the Inherent contradiction 
between "general" and "extensive" service in a trenchant statement. 
Many reference agencies that now exist defeat their purpose 
by placing in charge a staff assigned to the entire universe.' 
Only the vaguest and most casual service can be expected of 
such "experts." Applicants for information are handled on 
the principle of turn and turn about, a procedure that is 
comparable to rotating courses alphabetically among the 
instructors on a college faculty.37 
Thus, while no large general library seriously contemplated 
the inauguration of the full-scale program of service visualized in 
the "liberal theory," those institutions emphasizing subject • 
specialization at least were heading in the direction of an.expanded 
service. In particular, the plan for "subject departmentation" 
implied in effect the organization of a network of special libraries 
within the framework of a general library, and in so doing held out 
the promise of a special library-like type of reference service. 
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The P rac t i ce of Reference Work i n Univers i ty L ib ra r i e s 
Any attempt to c o r r e l a t e the p r a c t i c e of reference work with 
the theo r i e s espoused in the p rofess iona l l i t e r a t u r e of the time 
must be cau t ious . The annual r epor t s of the u n i v e r s i t y l i b r a r i e s 
seldom indicated the p o l i c i e s on which they operated, a f ac t which 
gives r i s e to the suspic ion t ha t few had e x p l i c i t l y formulated 
p o l i c i e s a t a l l . Indeed, i t i s well known t h a t pragmatic cons idera-
t ions have usua l ly loomed much l a rge r i n the admin is t ra t ion of 
u n i v e r s i t y l i b r a r i e s than d o c t r i n a i r e adherence to any given se t of 
t h e o r i e s . "^ 
With these r e se rva t ions i n mind, i t i s s t i l l poss ib le t o . s e e 
the p r a c t i c e of reference work i n u n i v e r s i t y l i b r a r i e s as f a l l i n g 
in to c e r t a i n broad ca t egor i e s , or l eve l s of s e rv i ce , corresponding 
roughly to the p o l i c i e s previous ly descr ibed . At one end of such a 
s ca l e may be grouped the u n i v e r s i t y l i b r a r i e s which, e i t he r from 
d e l i b e r a t e i n t e n t i o n or from sheer f i nanc i a l ma lnu t r i t ion , stunted 
the growth of t h e i r reference se rv ices to the point where these 
could show l i t t l e improvement over t h e i r s t a tus i n the pre-war 
pe r iod . 
The Harvard Univers i ty Library , for example, did "not be l i eve 
\ i n doing reference work" fo r i t s r e a d e r s . 3 8 Reference se rv ice the re 
did not have the s t a t u s of a separa te department, and, to judge 
from the scant mention i t received i n the annual r e p o r t s , hardly 
competed in p r e s t i g e and a t t e n t i o n with other l i b r a r y funct ions such 
as ca ta loging and a c q u i s i t i o n s . Not u n t i l 1959 was the re substantial 
a t t e n t i o n given to reference s e rv i ce ; then an addi t ion i n personnel 
"made i t poss ib le for the f i r s t time to give to the s tudents he lp 
tha t i s comparable to t ha t given i n other good c o l l e g e s . " 3 9 
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Much the same situation existed at Cornell University, a 
separate reference department there being established only as late 
as 1947.4° When Wilson, Downs and Tauber surveyed the Cornell Uni-
versity Library in 1947-48, they found that the reference services 
there had been "relatively undeveloped when compared with reference 
work in institutions of similar rank," with even such routine 
activities as bibliographical aid to students and faculty members 
and compilation of bibliographies being not yet firmly-established 
4T 
functions. 
Probably most university libraries, by intention and achieve-
ment, belonged on the level of service corresponding to the "moder-
ate theory." This is to say they did not subscribe to a policy of 
deliberately minimizing assistance but at the same time were forced 
to temper aspiration to the harsh winds of reality. And reality for 
university libraries meant the presence of a number of factors—both 
within and without the library—tending to limit the development of 
reference services. 
A major problem for the libraries, as for every other divi-
sion of the universities, arose out of the characteristically 
heterogeneous functions of American higher education. Abraham 
Flexner caustically described the variegated, even disparate pur-
poses which the American university attempted to fulfill. It was, 
he showed, at the same time a secondary school, a college for 
liberal arts training, a graduate and professional school, a re-
search center, and a "service station" for the general public.4 
As a service agency, the university library was obliged to cater to 
all the functions assumed by the parent institution, and like it, 
found it difficult to achieve signal success in any one of them. 
University libraries operated study halls, undergraduate reading 
rooms, and "reserve book rooms" in the interest of the undergraduate 
teaching program. They engaged, through extension departments, 
radio programs, and lecture series, in the furtherance of the uni-
versities', adult education ventures. They "also gave serious recog-
nition to their responsibilities to research, but in the welter of 
activities, research needs and services could seldom be differen-
tiated to the point of making optimum provision for them. 
The problem of catering to a number of diverse,groups and 
purposes was immensely complicated by the sheer numbers involved. 
The sharp increase in student enrollment after World. War I brought 
a heavy service load which strained the capacities of facilities 
and staff. Under this pressure of numbers, the research aspirations 
of the university libraries could scarcely be realized. In a 
complaint which might have been echoed at anyone of a dozen state 
university libraries, William Warner Bishop of the University of 
Michigan stated: 
The financial drains of this direct and necessary service to 
the student body is, therefore, a very serious consideration 
in planning the distribution of our funds. The problem of 
proper aid in research work and of providing the necessary 
books for that vitally important part of the Library's serv-
ices becomes increasingly difficult with this growth in 
direct services to readers, by far the greater part of them 
undergraduates. The money which is required to build up and 
maintain a competent technical staff of professional librar-
ians is likewise difficult to secure in the face of necessary 
provision for this heavy use within and without the library 
building.43 
What this pressure meant in terms of performance in a 
specific reference department was well Illustrated at the University 
of Minnesota Library, where the chief reference librarian reported 
in 1955 that it was seldom possible to have more than a single 
attendant at a time available for service at the desk.44 Yet at that 
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time the Minnesota department's six full time librarians plus three 
pages made it comparatively large as reference staffs went; few 
university libraries exceeded It. 
The result was, of course, that the extent of assistance 
offered in each case had to be made commensurate with the total 
| volume of demand rather than with the needs of the individual 
inquirer. As Harold Russell regretfully described the situation at 
Minnesota: "People who need to get help get as much of it as we can 
give; if not many people are about, they sometimes get a great deal; 
If there is a line-up at the desk, an increasingly common state of 
affairs, only the most casual assistance can be given."45 
The pressure of numbers came from without, but some diffi-
culties were internal. From necessity or bad management, the time 
of many university reference departments was dispersed over a 
bewildering number of activities, often of the purely "housekeeping" 
kind. A few examples may suffice to illustrate this point. Until 
1925 the reference department of the Columbia University Library 
issued "reserve books."46 At Yale the reference department at one 
time or another during this period undertook the following "tasks:" 
listing of auction catalogs, compiling a cataloging code for manu-
scripts, accessioning manuscripts, maintaining a catalog of micro-
films, compiling a list of Yale theses, assembling books for the 
"Library of 1742," collecting and mounting items for the university 
print collection, and compiling an annual faculty bibliography.47 
Supervision of the monumental reading rooms, used by many students 
as mere study halls, was an onerous task that fell to the lot of 
every nearly university reference department. ° 
It is not, of course, implied that all such activities 
' - i II IMIIIII n ii Tirnrnwinu M i r o n i HI vtmmwiiinw 
184 
represented a profitless consumption of professional time. But 
these miscellaneous activities, even when worthy in themselves, 
indisputably represented a diversion from the main function of pro-
viding direct assistance to readers. The comment of Wilson and 
Swank, made in reference to conditions in the Stanford University 
library in 1947, is probably appropriate to the situation in uni-
versity reference departments in general before 1940. "Its time 
and energies are dissipated to some extent by too large an aggregate 
of miscellaneous duties, for example, cataloging the Stanfordia 
Collection, preparing exhibits, and checking in theses, all of which 
are jobs that need to be done but not at the expense of direct serv-
ice to the reader."49 
The conjunction of these factors seemed to some observers to 
impose the conclusion that the university libraries' service to 
scholarship was not commensurate with their resources in materials 
and bibliographical apparatus. Sidney B. Mitchell asserted in 1959; 
"Are we not still noticeably short of scholarly librarians, of 
staffs which measure up to their materials for scholarship, of men 
and women to whom the teaching and research scholars are willing 
often even to concede a real understanding of scholarship and its 
requirements, let alone acknowledge them as active aids or partic-
ipants in productive scholarship?"50 
Against this catalog of liabilities, many of them, indeed, 
familiar hold-overs from the pre-war period, must be set the very 
real evidences of progress. The many agreements for cooperation and 
division of fields in acquisitions bespoke a retreat from the 
previous policy of wholesale—often indiscriminate—collecting that 
had emphasized acquisitions over service. Louis Round Wilson noted 
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hopeful ly i n 1955 t h a t 
s cho la r ly l i b r a r i e s are s e r i o u s l y asking themselves the ques-
t i o n whether they might not serve scholarsh ip more adequately 
by adding experts to t h e i r i n t e r p r e t i n g s t a f f s than by un-
l imi ted a c q u i s i t i o n of m a t e r i a l s . S t r i c t e r l i m i t a t i o n of 
f i e l d s with g r e a t e r p rov i s ion ,o f expert s e r v i c e might e a s i l y 
r e s u l t in a more f r u i t f u l procedure than t h a t u s u a l l y 
f o l l o w e d . 5 ! 
An Important t echn ica l advance in reference work was the 
notable f a c i l i t a t i o n of i n t e r - l i b r a r y lending . By compiling union 
l i s t s , union cata logs and d e s c r i p t i o n s of reg iona l holdings fo r 
eas ie r ascertainment of l o c a t i o n s , and by l i b e r a l i z i n g r egu la t i ons 
for lending, l i b r a r i a n s made ava i l ab l e to scholars a wealth of 
resources formerly to be seen (when located a t a l l ) only a t the cost 
of a personal v i s i t . In t he decade between 1927 and 1957, according 
to the da ta supplied by White, i n t e r - l i b r a r y lending involving 
C O 
u n i v e r s i t y l i b r a r i e s increased near ly 100 percen t . & 
Commendation Is a l so due for the sus ta ined and p a t i e n t e f fo r t 
t ha t went in to the p repa ra t ion of t oo l s to make the l i b r a r i e s ' own 
resources more u se fu l . The Yale Unive r s i ty reference department, 
for i n s t ance , compiled a card l i s t of newspaper ho ld ings , an index 
of obscure but useful b i b l i o g r a p h i e s , and an index to the Yale 
Univers i ty Library G a z e t t e . 5 3 At Columbia Unive r s i ty , a l i s t of the 
spec ia l indexes compiled and maintained by the re fe rence department 
comprised no l e s s than e ight p a g e s . 5 4 
Such t echn ica l achievements, while of ind i spu tab le va lue , 
must be recognized as r ep resen t ing work prepara to ry to a s s i s t ance 
r a t h e r than a s s i s t ance i t s e l f . Advances i n the charac te r and extent 
of the d i r e c t help given to u n i v e r s i t y research workers are l e s s 
e a s i l y p in -po in ted , but there is evidence to i n d i c a t e t ha t un ive r -
| s i t y l i b r a r i e s made s u b s t a n t i a l progress i n t h i s d i r e c t i o n as we l l . 
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The most fruitful approach, as suggested by the theoretical 
discussions, lay in the development of subject specialization. A 
number of schemes, all having in common the basic plan of placing 
at the disposal of scholars the more knowledgeable service of refer-
ence workers trained both in subject matter and in library skills, 
but varying in the administrative means used to effect this purpose, 
were tried.. 
One version, while avoiding physical dispersion of materials, 
and staff, involved the assignment of members of the main l ib ra ry 
reference department to specific f ie lds of learning. The Iowa State 
College Library experimented with a plan of this nature, one of i t s 
reports noting that individual members of the reference corps had 
familiarized themselves with the l i t e r a t u r e of chemistry and 
veterinary science in order to give special assistance to faculty 
members In the location of pert inent l i t e r a t u r e . 5 5 
Another approach to subject special izat ion, involving a 
p a r t i a l dispersal of the collect ions, grouped a l l the materials , 
both "reference" and "circulating]' into a number of broad subject 
d ivis ions , each of these under the direct ion of a l ib ra r i an with 
advanced training in one of the subject f ields of the divis ion. 
The scheme, generally known as the "divisional plan," offered, 
according to i t s chief proponent, Ralph Ellsworth, "highly specia l -
ized service" and bibliographic consultation for those "probing 
about on the frontiers of knowledge."56 
The "divisional plan," a development of the t h i r t i e s , receiv-
ed only a limited try-out in the period under review and then only 
In smaller univers i t ies such as Brown, Colorado and Nebraska. In 
any case, by the t h i r t i e s , the larger universi ty l ib ra r i e s were, by 
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t r ad i t i on , geography, and s ize , committed to a plan of "departmental" 
and "col legia te" l i b r a r i e s , and the development of a subject-special-
ized reference service proceeded perforce within that framework. 
Generalizations about the s ta tus of reference work in Americar 
univers i ty departmental l i b r a r i e s during this period can only be few 
I and hazardous, the range in extent and qual i ty of service being 
exceptionally broad. In many instances there was quite simply no 
reference service, the administration of the l i b r a r i e s being l e f t 
In the hands of stenographer-l ibrarians with neither the t ra ining 
nor the time to do more than maintain a nominal supervision over the 
c o l l e c t i o n . 5 7 
By contrast , Walter Hausdorfer's survey of forty-seven un i -
vers i ty departmental and professional school l i b r a r i e s in 1958 
showed that a l l l i b r a r i e s reporting gave reference service, that 
they considered i t the i r most important ac t iv i ty , and that most of 
the new ac t i v i t i e s i n i t i a t ed between 1955 and 195.5 were speci f ica l ly 
aimed at increasing the scope and quality of the i r reference serv-
i c e . 5 8 Hausdorfer c lear ly implied, though with no conclusive evi-
dence to back the claim, that the quali ty of assistance rendered in 
such departmental l i b r a r i e s , because of the specialized subject 
knowledge of the l ib rar ians and the i r intimate acquaintance with the 
collections in thei r charge, was higher than was normally obtainable 
from general reference departments.5 9 
Hausdorfer's survey did not report any specific i l l u s t r a t i o n s 
of actual performance in departmental l i b r a r i e s , but undoubtedly the 
best examples of r ea l ly extensive service came from those depart-
mental l i b r a r i e s possessing collections suff ic ient ly notable to 
warrant the appointment of l ib ra r ians who were themselves recognized 
. ______ _______ 
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scholars. Thus the Williams L. Clements Library at the University 
of Michigan, the Missionary Research Library at the Union Theological] 
Seminary, and the Hoover Library at Stanford University were able to 
|place at the disposal of inquirers staffs competent to f e r re t out 
answers to the most elusive and esoteric questions in the i r respec-
t ive f i e l d s . 6 0 
On the other hand, even in these outstanding departmental 
l i b r a r i e s , extensive assistance seems to have been usually available 
only for correspondents, with inquirers using the l ib rary in person 
being expected to shif t pre t ty much for themselves.6 1 In general, 
the assistance available in departmental l i b r a r i e s , i f presumably 
more "expert" than in general reference departments, apparently was 
not carried any fur ther . Hausdorfer thus reported that the usual 
procedure followed by departmental l ib rar ians in the ins t i tu t ions he 
surveyed was to give the inquirer "a few books or pamphlets," or to 
d i r ec t him to the subject headings -i^^btee^^e-a-ta'leg that promised the 
best leads for his inves t iga t ion . 6 2 In most cases the departmental 
l ib rar ians did not go so far as to provide abstracts or to prepare 
repor ts , for, the survey claimed, there was "neither time nor demand 
for that sort of s e rv i ce . " 6 3 
These facts bespeak the overall conclusion that the typical 
development of reference services in universi ty l i b ra r i e s during the 
1917-1940 period was one of only moderate progress. The chief 
posi t ive accomplishment was the def in i te acceptance of reference 
work as a primary function of the universi ty l ib rary , directed not 
only toward offering occasional guidance but frankly including the 
j d i rec t supply of information as well. This shif t from a "conserva-
i 
S t ive" to a "moderate" posi t ion was also accompanied by a consider-
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able qualitative improvement in the work of the reference staff, 
brought about by the emphasis on subject specialization, and visible 
at its best in the ability of many departmental librarians to handle 
questions involving considerable specialized knowledge. On the 
other hand, the problems of support and organization remained numer-
ous and vexing, notably the means whereby to differentiate service 
to faculty members from the numerically more pressing demands of 
undergraduate students. On the whole, the reference service of the 
typical university library remained general, and because general, 
limited in scope. 
Reference Vi/ork in Public Libraries 
The existence of numerous factors tending to impede the 
development of reference service in university libraries gave to 
that development the appearance of a halting advance by tug-of-war. 
For public libraries the going was smoother, if not necessarily 
more rapid. They did not, for instance, have-to contend with the 
problem of divided administrative control, which, for the univer-
I sities, made the departmental library seem a questionable medium for the achievement of subject specialization. Similarly, in public 
libraries the claims made by the acquisition function for attention 
and money offered considerably less competition for reference serv-
ice than they did in university libraries, where eminence often 
tended to be equated with size of collections. Finally, the public 
librarian bore little or no responsibility for instruction in the 
use of the library, and was free to develop a direct information 
service with none of the university librarian's nagging doubts about 
the threat posed by such service to the self-development of the 
j inquirers. The Survey of Libraries in the United States made it 
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clear that relatively few public libraries regarded themselves as 
teaching agencies, any definite efforts to instruct the adult 
readers in the use of the catalog or of reference books being made 
normally only at the specific request of the readers. * 
On the other hand, public libraries could not escape from 
certain problems In the organization and provision of reference 
service that were common to all general research libraries. The 
problem of numbers—the sheer volume of work to be done for a 
clientele extending into the thousands—was probably even more acute 
for the public libraries of metropolitan cities than it was for the 
university libraries. The sharp increase in public library patron-
age after the first World War, 5 followed by the further increases 
of the depression decade, placed the reference departments under a 
continuous, at times almost intolerable, strain, which inevitably 
had an adverse effect on the quality of service. When, as in the 
case of the New York Public Library, the congestion was often so 
severe as to place the mere possession of a seat in the reading 
rooms at a premium, the director could legitimately complain that 
"this crowded condition has seriously impeded the work of several 
investigators of real importance."66 
While such congestion affected all phases of public library 
reference service, It hit hardest at the work of the specialized 
divisions, which found it difficult to maintain high standards of 
assistance when operating at a "double-time" tempo. A report of 
the Economics Division of the New York Public Library made plain the 
dilemma of a division trying to offer expert service, when confront-
ed by demands of a number calling for mass production methods. 
"Reference assistants, obliged to help nearly a hundred and fifty 
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thousand visitors during the year, to answer inquiries over three 
telephone lines in constant use, and to look up the answers to 
letters from many states and foreign countries, are distressingly 
unable to give visitors the amount of personal attention they are 
entitled to expect in a special division where even experienced 
students can not hope to find all they want without the aid of 
M67 
someone familiar with the collection. 
To counteract such difficulties, public libraries took cer-
tain administrative measures to ensure better accommodation and 
attention for serious inquirers. One means was to concentrate the 
scholarly materials and the subject specialists in the main building, 
leaving to the branches the main responsibility for home loans of 
popular books and the simpler sort of reference work. The adoption 
of this type of arrangement, already evident before 1916, became an 
all. but universal feature of public library operation in the post-
war period. 6 8 
The division of fields between main and branch libraries 
achieved only a rough separation of "learned" from "popular" in 
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reference service. Within the central buildings, certain addi-
tional measures looking toward a further differentiation of types of 
7C 
reference service were employed. As In certain university libraries/ 
the maintenance of an "information desk" was a popular and effective 
device for relieving reference departments from the burdensome chore 
of dealing with a multitude of minor requests. As described in the 
Survey of Libraries in the United States, the services available 
from the "information desk" usually Included one or more of the 
following: giving general information concerning the library's 
organization, physical arrangement, and regulations; help In the use 
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of the catalog and In the selection of desired books; and a simple 
reference service confined to questions which could be answered with 
the help of a few "ready reference books" immediately at hand.71 
Since most requests received by public libraries actually were of 
the above types, the resultant saving in reference departments' 
time could be considerable, a saving which might be applied to the 
more consequential inquiries. Thus the Cleveland Public Library, 
reviewing the first year's work of its Information Service, found 
the results highly satisfactory. In handling a mass of questions 
"irrelevant to. reference work," the Service had left the regular 
72 
reference divisions free for "more purely bibliographical work." 
Another administrative arrangement for the differentiation 
of reference service by type of request was the institution of 
"readers' advisory services." As distinguished from reference work 
in the ordinary sense, a "readers' advisory service" aims at assist-
ing readers in the choice of materials for reading or study; the 
emphasis in the former is on supplying information or sources of 
information, in the latter on helping to select materials appropri-
ate to the reader's program of self-education and development.75 So 
long as no special provisions for the latter service existed, public 
library reference departments were called upon to serve both. . . 
types of requests. However, from about 1925 on, separate depart-
ments or sub-departments for "readers' advisory services" tended to 
be established in the large public l ibraries.7 4 These departments • 
had then the effect of drawing off from the reference corps a con-
siderable part of the service load which i t had formerly been 
forced to carry, and thus, like the "information desks" made possible 
a greater concentration of reference librarians' time and attention 
¥ ,^aatfinma«>vyt» nu mtu^ex—i 
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for the service of research. 
At best, however, such contributions were only negative and 
potential. The existence of an "information desk" and a "readers' 
advisory service" meant that the reference librarians did not have 
to take care of certain minor or subsidiary tasks and could give 
closer attention to serious informational inquiries. It did not of 
itself assure superior service. Positively, the only way to ensure 
a higher standard of service to scholars was to make the assistance 
rendered more knowledgeable and more thorough. For public libraries, 
as for university libraries, this meant subject specialization in 
reference service. 
Since decentralization of collections and personnel posed no 
threat to the administrative unity of the public library, the usual 
method taken to achieve subject specialization in reference service 
was "subject departmentalization." Subject departmentalization was 
either partial or complete. In the former case only a few subject 
areas, most commonly technology and science, fine arts, business, 
genealogy and history,75 were given separate departmental status. 
When "complete," all fields of knowledge were encompassed within one 
or another of the subject divisions, with the general reference 
department, If existing at all, having only very general functions 
of liaison, referral and "Information desk" service. 
Most major public libraries went only so far as partial 
subject departmentalization, retaining functional (i.e. circulation, 
reference) divisions, and occasionally form and language divisions 
(periodicals, prints, et cetera) as well. However, six large public 
libraries carried the principle of subject departmentalization to 
its ultimate end by adopting plans of complete subject departmental-
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iization. In the public libraries of Cleveland, Baltimore (Enoch 
i 
ipratt), Los Angeles, Rochester, Worcester and Toledo, each subject 
department combined in the one unit all of the library's resources 
in that area, and was responsible for both reference and circulation 
service.76 
The presumption behind the establishment of subject depart-
ments was that the librarian in charge, bringing to the position an 
already comprehensive knowledge of the field and its methods, could, 
by continued close contact with the collections and clientele, 
increase that knowledge to the point where i t assured expert service 
for even highly technical inquiries.77 Probably the generally 
j admitted difficulty of obtaining personnel of the requisite compe-
! tence held the usual level of practice somewhat below the level 
contemplated by the theory, but at their best public library subject 
departments could offer examples of outstanding service. The 
Technology Department of the Carnegie Public Library at Pittsburgh 
was, in Spratt's estimation, one of the finest special libraries in 
i ts field.7 8 The Business Information Bureau of the Cleveland Public 
Library was able to undertake questions involving considerable tech-
nical knowledge and research, Including the critical examination of 
data.79 
The subject divisions of the large public libraries also 
could claim credit for a great deal of high-caliber bibliographical 
work,80 but most of the extensive bibliographies were prepared only 
j for publication—that is, for the benefit of scholarship at large 
I 
t 
| rather than for the benefit of an individual inquirer. In general, 
j public libraries continued to adhere rather closely to the 
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traditional policy of not making extensive bibliographies, abstracts, 
summary reports, or literature searches on the grounds that service 
could not be furnished to one reader that could not be furnished to 
a l l . 8 1 
Exceptions were commonly made only in the case of inquiries 
received by correspondence, and for the government officials served 
by the municipal reference libraries. Presumably in the case of 
requests by correspondence the fact that the inquirer was in a 
position of greater dependence on the library's help motivated the 
libraries to go somewhat further in its assistance than usual. The 
municipal reference libraries were, of course, organized in the first 
instance to provide especially comprehensive assistance to a 
specific clientele.82 
It is clear then that the public library did not greatly 
change its practice In reference service in terms of extent of 
assistance, as distinguished from its qual1ty. The passage of time 
had brought an increasing interest in and concern for assistance to 
research and a perceptible gain in competence attendant upon the 
growth of subject specialization, but no comparable development in 
range of service. As public institutions, the public libraries could 
not favor one group of readers over the rest, and when the clientele 
numbered many thousands, there was no hope of obtaining the finan-
cial resources to provide unlimited service for al l . The public 
library could offer the scholar reliable, sometimes expert assistanct 
but so long as i t received no special funds for service to research, 
i ts assistance remained limited in extent. 
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CHAPTER V I I I 
"RESEARCH SERVICE" IN THE GENERAL LIBRARY BEFORE WORLD WAR I I 
The P r e s s u r e f o r R e s e a r c h S e r v i c e 
The g r e a t e s t d e f i c i e n c y i n t h e u s u a l p r a c t i c e of r e f e r e n c e 
s e r v i c e i n g e n e r a l r e s e a r c h l i b r a r i e s was t h e l a c k of s p e c i a l p r o -
v i s i o n f o r s c h o l a r s . S e r v i n g g r o u p s of r e a d e r s whose n e e d s were 
e x c e e d i n g l y d i v e r s e , r e f e r e n c e d e p a r t m e n t s n a t u r a l l y t e n d e d t o s u b -
o r d i n a t e s e r v i c e t o t h e r e s e a r c h g r o u p i n t h e i n t e r e s t of t h e f a r 
more n u m e r o u s . g e n e r a l r e a d e r s . 
To t h i s " a r g u m e n t of number s" was added t h e s u p p o r t of t h e 
f a m i l i a r r e a s o n i n g which h e l d t h a t t h e s c h o l a r d i d n o t want o r 
r e q u i r e s p e c i a l s e r v i c e , and t h a t i n any c a s e t h e l i b r a r i a n was 
r e a l l y I n c a p a b l e of s u p p l y i n g e f f e c t i v e a s s i s t a n c e . H a r o l d M o u l t o n , 
f o r e x a m p l e , d o u b t e d t h a t l i b r a r i a n s were c o m p e t e n t t o d o e v e n ' f a c t -
f i n d i n g " i n h i s own f i e l d of t h e s o c i a l s c i e n c e s . 1 S i m i l a r l y , H. J . 
Webber , an a g r i c u l t u r a l s c i e n t i s t , d e s c r i b e d t h e l i b r a r i a n ' s r o l e as 
o n l y t h a t of t h e " s k i l l e d mechan ic cha rged w i t h t h e d u t y of k e e p i n g 
t h e t o o l s i n s e r v i c e a b l e c o n d i t i o n . " 2 
To h a v e a c c e p t e d t h i s r e a s o n i n g a t i t s f a c e v a l u e would h a v e 
b e e n t a n t a m o u n t t o condemning r e f e r e n c e s e r v i c e t o a p e r m a n e n t 
i 
position of mediocrity. Some librarians were unwilling to accept 
such a limitation upon their role and preferred to see in service to 
research a challenge and an opportunity for wider usefulness.3 
Probably some of their statements were moved largely by the desire 
to gain for librarians the extra prestige that would come from 
closer association with "the faculty. Even so, they were not without 
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a certain importance, for whether emanating out of sheer self-inter-
est or from altruistic ideals of service, the aspirations of the 
librarians themselves to become accepted as collaborators in scholar-
ship did help to produce an environment favorable to experimentation 
in research service. 
More convincing arguments came from those who added logic to 
ardor. William £. Henry, librarian of the University of Washington, 
based his advocacy of extensive reference service for scholars on 
the benefits to be gained by the scholars themselves. He hit espec-
ially hard at the old assumption that it was somehow wrong for the 
scholar to delegate any large part of his work to others, as though 
the value of a study were to be measured by the personal labor of 
its author. 
We have expected our professors and our advanced investigators 
to seek out their own bibliographical references, to list them, 
and to organize them. Upon the whole, this means doing a great 
deal of hard labor that is in no sense a test, and shows no 
triumph In skill, in the work that distinguishes the scholar 
and investigator....Men with special scholarly tendencies 
should be relieved of all the drudgery that is not an essential 
part of their work in organizing material and concentrating it 
toward their theses.4 
Henry evidently did not question the ability of the scholar 
to do his own bibliographical work. However, some research men them-
selves pointed out that the bibliographical competence of the 
scholar was actually questionable, that he had to look to the librar-
ian not merely for relief from "drudgery," but also for the added 
increment that would come from the librarian's superior knowledge 
of bibliographic procedure. The assistant dean of the Harvard^ 
School of Business candidly confessed his own inability to undertake 
the more difficult literature searches, and expressed his apprecia-
tion at being able to delegate the task to his departmental 
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librarian.5 A. C. Noe'stated flatly that few natural scientists had 
the language ability to conduct a literature search of any real 
magnitude, especially when the subject involved a cross-divisional 
approach. He urged the formation of special bibliographic depart-
ments in university libraries to assist scholars in ascertaining 
data, especially in fields outside their own narrow specialties. 
A similar combination of logical arguments and research 
workers' demands had led to the provision of extensive reference 
services in industrial research libraries. The fact that industry 
had found it profitable to support such service in turn supplied an 
additional argument for its being furnished to academic research 
workers. A survey of land-grant colleges and universities reported: 
Many commercial concerns have found the extensive employment 
of librarians in their research departments desirable. Much 
of the searching and abstracting...In these commercial firms 
is done by librarians. The DuPont Co. is spending for 
library services for its research departments more than 
$100,000 per year. Unless these services- were commercially 
valuable, the money would not be so used. Libraries of 
educational Institutions might well render part of the 
service now offered by libraries of many commercial corpora-
tions.8 
Neither the validity nor the number of such statements should 
obscure the obvious fact that they never constituted more than a 
minority opinion. Most scholars and librarians were much more 
cognizant of the need for books and buildings than they were of the 
need for additional service. Nevertheless, these statements did 
indicate the existence of a body of opinion advocating that general 
research libraries provide expert and extensive assistance designed 
specifically.for the research clientele. As a ferment for change, 
it paved the way for new departures in reference service in the 
general research library. 
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Service to Research Workers in 
Endowed Reference Libraries"" 
The best argument for the provision of extensive assistance 
to scholars was, of course, i ts successful application in actual 
practice. By 1950 a number of precedents for service of this type 
(other than in the industrial research libraries) were already avail-
able in the work of certain endowed reference libraries, notably the 
John Crerar and Newberry Libraries of Chicago, and the Huntington 
Library of San Marino, California. 
These endowed reference libraries were all general libraries 
in that they were available to the general public, but the fact that 
their collections were highly specialized and limited to use on the 
i f premises tended to restrict their patronage to the scholarly group. 
In other words, they could effectively concentrate attention on 
research service to an extent not ordinarily possible in libraries 
serving a more heterogeneous clientele. 
Serving research as their chief raison d'etre, the endowed 
reference libraries gave scholars preferential treatment. The 
Newberry Library reported: "For some research workers we have spent 
many hours, even days. As this is essentially a research library of 
source material, we feel justified on proper occasions in going to 
great lengths to assist a scholar."11 At the Huntington Library, the 
official policy was '"to be of assistance wherever possible,...time 
and trouble are not to be spared, if the contribution is one that 
12 will serve the advancement of learning." 
Similarly, J. Christian Bay of the John Crerar Library 
averred that the regular policy in his reference department was to 
go to considerable lengths, when necessary, to produce a satisfac-
= — = —; ; I 
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tory answer to scholarly inquiries. He recalled such instances of 
extensive assistance as the preparation of a history of submarine 
boats, a survey of some five hundred papers on the absorption of 
calcium in animal metabolism, and a critical bibliography on the 
13 
poisonous fishes of the tropics. 
This sense of obligation to scholarship was particularly man-
ifest in those queries which drew upon the parts of the collection 
in which the libraries might claim to be pre-eminent. In such in-
stances the libraries were disposed to regard themselves as "courts 
of last resort." On the legitimate assumption that the information 
requested was not likely to be available elsewhere, they provided 
assistance of an extra measure of thoroughness. Thus the custodian 
of the Ayer collection at the Newberry Library, notable for i ts 
holdings of Americana, reported himself constantly being pressed in-
to service to answer inquiries (chiefly by correspondence) relating 
to the identification of editions, appraisal of rari t ies, and ver-
ification of historical data.14 
In the same way, the Huntington Library came to serve as a 
sort of national information center for inquiries in the field of 
British and American civilization, and the John Carter Brown library 
for questions in its special field of American history before 1820. 
Many of these questions required highly specialized and expert knowl4 
edge from the library staffs. Among the instances of assistance re-
ported by the Huntington Library were such tasks as collating the 
text of a published work with the original manuscript,16 and decipher-
ing illegible manuscripts by means of microscope and ultra-violet 
rays.17 The John Carter Brown Library was often called upon to iden-
tify issues and make collations of rare books in i ts collections, and 
the eminence of its librarian in American historical scholarship iaa»ift-an«i.'n-im ffn 
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brought him many requests for advice on research topics.xo 
The Library of Congress and "Interpretive Service" 
for Research 
The endowed reference libraries had the advantage of operating 
under circumstances' which tended to 1-imit their patronage to the 
research group. The problem of providing specialized service for 
scholars when these were far out-numbered by general readers was 
more difficult. In the Library of Congress and in the university 
libraries, such service could be achieved only as the result of 
special ventures, more or less frankly labeled as experimental. 
Up to about 1927 the pattern of reference services in the 
Library of Congress remained essentially that established in the 
pre-war period. The lack of progress was pointed out by the 
Librarian of Congress himself. A great research library, declared 
Putnam, ought to provide for investigators comprehensive collections, 
ample physical facilities, an adequate bibliographic apparatus, and 
finally, "human aid in the interpretation of collections." In the 
first three respects he professed himself well satisfied' with the 
development of the Library of Congress; in the last, it was still 
deficient.19 
Technically, Putnam explained, the work of the reference 
librarians and bibliographers was proficient enough, but it was a 
proficiency directed toward and adequate for only the general reader, 
not the scholar. What was needed for service to scholarship, he 
claimed, was the extra measure of assistance that could come from 
library staff members who could add to familiarity with the library 
apparatus a really strong subject knowledge. "In brief, the aid 
needed by the investigator is an interpretation of the collections 
and of the apparatus by someone having also an understanding of the 
OJI.J'IIIMUIMII.I.I'II'.'I ill •••• i!•.!>• mammK-tjvi\oiimammml^mntMm-t»mi \.%mmvim*n<i**—Mn*in*iarti*mMMm n*ii'iKM*-**miiwmMm*aw«i\t'*™£m£i^im^^ 
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subject mat ter ; and i t i s c l ea r that t h i s involves a spec ia l knowl-
edge of the f i e l d qu i te outside of the technique which a t tends to 
the order ly treatment of the mater ia l and the cons t ruc t ion of the 
apparatus of u s e . " ° 
The wording of th is statement was somewhat decept ive and un-
fo r tuna t e , for i t implied tha t p rofess iona l l i b r a r i a n s as a c l a s s 
were Inheren t ly only technic ians who could claim no cjLose knowledge 
of the content of books. Actual ly , the idea tha t reference l i b r a r -
ians should command a r e a l competence i n one or more subject f i e l d s 
was already a commonplace. In f a c t , as previously seen, by 1927 
many publ ic anl u n i v e r s i t y l i b r a r i e s were already committed to some 
form of subject s p e c i a l i z a t i o n i n reference work. Elsewhere, Putnam 
was more careful not to overemphasize the novel ty of h i s proposal 
for " i n t e r p r e t i v e s e r v i c e , " descr ib ing i t more accura te ly as the 
p e r f e c t l y n a t u r a l extension of the tendency and purpose common to 
a l l research l i b r a r i e s . J-
Putnam's proposal did however envisage two important d i f f e r -
ences from the usual plan of subjec t s p e c i a l i z a t i o n : the s p e c i a l i s t 
a s s i s t ance was to be d i rec ted s p e c i f i c a l l y , even exclus ively , i n 
the i n t e r e s t of the schola r ly r eade r s , and i t was to be provided by 
personnel who had not merely some f a m i l i a r i t y with the subject 
matter but were themselves recognized experts i n the subject f i e l d . 
In other words, i t was to be a " supe r - se rv i ce" - - a s s i s t ance by 
scholars on' behalf of scho la rs . 
His idea was simple and l og i ca l enough, but the mechanics of 
i t s implementation were unusually complicated. Putnam had l i t t l e 
expectat ion t h a t the f ede ra l government would support a se rv ice 
going beyond the conventional type and turned to non-governmental 
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sources for funds to institute it. Actually, the chance accrual of 
outside funds preceded and may well have germinated the whole idea 
of "interpretive service." In 1924, Mrs. Elizabeth Sprague Coolidge 
had set up an endowment fund for the promotion of musical activities 
by the Library of Congress. One of the incidental features of the 
gift was the assignment of an annual honorarium to the chief of the 
Music Division, this stipend to be o-ver and above his regular salary. 
The officially-stated purposes of this honorarium were to recognize 
the additional responsibilities imposed on the chief,by'the- promo-
tional activities due under the endowment, and to "assure in the 
position an expert of the requisite competence." 2 
The Coolidge gift seems to have suggested to Putnam the 
possibility of the Library's obtaining a whole series of endowments 
for the support of specialist positions. The parallel with univer-
sity endowments led him to call these positions "chairs." A "chair," 
he explained, was not a "teaching chair" or a "research chair," but 
an "interpretive chair,"--"whose incumbent will combine with 
administrative duties an active aid and counsel to those pursuing 
research in the Library and general promotion of research in his 
field."23 
In 1926-1927, the Library of Congress received grants of 
'$75,000 each from William Evarts Benjamin and the Carnegie Corpora-
tion of New York for the maintenance of "chairs" in American history 
and fine arts respectively, the income going for the payment of ex-
tra stipends to the chiefs of the Manuscripts Division and the 
Prints Division. Subsequently, endowments were secured for the sup-
port of chairs in aeronautics (1950), geography (1955), and 
Hispanica (1959). The incumbents In each case were the chiefs of 
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the appropriate Library divisions, who retained their normal admin-
istrative responsibilities. The extra stipends forthcoming from 
the endowments were in recognition of the presumably additional 
service of "interpretation," which these subject specialists were 
expected to contribute over and above their regular service in the 
24 division. ^ 
The f ive cha i r s covered only a small pa r t of the whole f i e ld 
of l e a rn ing . Putnam's aim was to place on the s t a f f a s p e c i a l i s t 
for each of the major subject a reas . To th i s end he r ec ru i t ed a 
corps of " consu l t an t s , " to supplement the work of the "chair" 
> 
holders. Like the latter, the "consultants" were subject special-
ists expected to provide "interpretive service," and paid from 
endowment funds. However, the "consultants" were to bear no admin-
istrative responsibilities. They were recruited chiefly from the-
ranks of retired professors, and received no stipend other than 
small honoraria.25 The first consultantship was made possible by 
Archer Milton Huntington's grant of $50,000 to provide service for 
the field of Hispanic literature. Subsequent grants provided for 
the establishment of similar consultantships for European history, 
church history, archaeology, philosophy, sociology, economics, 
political science, pure science, and poetry.26 
The system of consultantships was expanded by the addition of 
"honorary consultants," these being scholars resident in Y/ashington 
who were willing to serve the Library of Congress without payment.27 
Among the fields of learning eventually covered by the honorary 
consultants were bibliography, military history, geography, Chinese 
history, paleography, and Roman law. ° 
Even with the addition of consultants and honorary consult-
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ants, the subject fields for which specialist service' was available 
at the Library of Congress never came close to encompassing the 
whole range of knowledge. This fact points up the chief weakness of 
the scheme as it actually operated—its wholly patchwork and 
"occasional" nature. Despite Putnam's rather grandiose, prospectus-
like announcement of a highly expert service for all important 
fields, the "interpretive service" always remained limited to the 
relatively few subjects which chanced to draw the support of a sub-
sidy, or of a scholar willing to serve as an honorary consultant. 
The fact that the financial support for the scheme of special 
research service came wholly from funds outside the regular library 
budget probably accounted for another weakness—Its poor articulation 
with the Library's regular reference service. The consultants were 
only part-time employees of the Library. Since by the terms of 
their appointment they had no regular duties, their participation in 
the work of assistance was almost entirely dependent upon chance 
contact, or the degree to which a query might arouse-'their personal 
interest. 
For that matter, there was nothing in their terms of employ-
ment to indicate that the consultants were to direct attention 
solely, even primarily, on the work of "interpretation." Much of 
their time went into such tasks as analysis of the Library's hold-
ings, compilation of lists- of desirable purchases, even the pursuit 
of private research. Indeed, the duties Involved in the tenure of 
consultantships were so vague as not to preclude absence from 
Washington itself. Thus, in reference to the consultant in poetry, 
Putnam stated: "As in the case of other consultants, the service to 
us will not preclude those other interests, £i.e. private interests} 
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nor in his case necessitate continuous residence in Washington, as 
his service to the public will be largely by correspondence or in 
the field."29 
The incumbents of "chairs" were, of course, members of the 
regular library staff; in each case they served as chiefs of the 
appropriate library division. But except in the case of the "chairs' 
for aeronautics and Hispanica, the holders of the "chairs" were 
already serving in precisely that same capacity before the inaugura-
tion of the "chairs." It is impossible in these circumstances not 
to cast serious doubts on Putnam's claim that the installation of 
these "chairs" represented an important extension of the Library's 
reference service to research. It seems highly unlikely that, say, 
the chief of the Maps Division was willing or able to lend any more 
extensive or more expert assistance to inquirers than previously 
simply because the endowment of a chair in geography had brought him 
an extra stipend. What the endowment funds did do, by providing 
more funds for the same work, was to enable the Library of Congress 
to pay its highly qualified division chiefs enough money to retain 
their services. The "chairs" certainly performed a worthwhile 
function by preventing the dispersal of some of the Library's most 
valued personnel. Whether they represented a real step forward in 
the development of its reference services is much more problematical, 
Such criticism does not negate the positive contributions 
made by the venture in "interpretive service to research." The 
"chairs" for aeronautics and Hispanica did.constitute a definite, 
increment to the Library's facilities for assistance, no special 
service for these fields having been previously available. Moreover, 
intermittent and occasional as their help was, the consultants were 
—— 
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often able to render useful service. Martin Roberts, the head of 
the Reading Rooms staff, described some of the ways in which they 
helped the Library and Its patrons: 
The aid rendered by the consultants is of diverse character. 
They discuss with the investigator his problem, interpret our 
c.ollections, point out likely sources of information and 
material, furnish highly specialized information by correspon-
dence, clear up important lacunae in our collection by recom-
mendations for purchase, cooperate in advising as to specialized 
l is ts of references, suggest methods "of procedure besides 
advising as to matters of style in the preparation of manu-
scripts, and in many instances exert a profound influence 
through constructive criticism.51 
Perhaps the greatest benefit arising out of the whole venture 
in "interpretive service for research" was indirect. I t seems to 
have brought as a by-product a noticeably heightened emphasis on 
reference service in the already existing special divisions. From 
about 1929 on, nearly every division in the Library included in its 
annual report a special section on "service," in which there were 
presented instances of notable assistance furnished to investigators, 
and often requests for an augmented and better trained reference 
staff.32 
One effect of this library-wide expansion of the work of 
assistance was a substantial increase in the number of investigators 
using the Library. Particularly striking was the fact that many 
agencies doing group research maintained whole staffs of research 
workers in more or less continuous residence at the Library of 
Congress during the course of their research.33 Martin Roberts was 
confident that the "unusual increase" in scholarly patronage bore 
a "close relationship" to the improvement and enlargement in refer-
ence service, and mentioned the "appreciative acknowledgements that 
came from the investigators" for the services rendered by the 
staff and consultants.34 
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Such appreciation gave considerable validation to the 
essential principle behind the whole venture in "interpretive serv-
ice"—the idea that mature scholars would benefit by a program of 
expert reference service designed specifically for them. Unfor-
tunately, in practice the experiment in research service was bogged 
' down by a needlessly complicated apparatus of "chairs" and "con-
sultantships," and hindered by the general lack of coordination 
characteristic of the Library's operations at that time.35 The 
"interpretive service" also suffered from a considerable vagueness 
in definition, i t never being made quite clear just what forms of 
assistance were comprised in the term. Nevertheless, "interpretive 
service" at the -Library of Congress did represent a real .advance in 
reference service in general research libraries, in so far as at 
least the professed intention was to carry one stage further and in 
a new dimension the role of library assistance. If the practice 
I fell considerably short of the full implementation of this ideal, i t achieved at. least enough to demonstrate its potentialities. 
"Research Librarians" in University Libraries 
By virtue of i ts size and its position as the national librar-
y, the Library of Congress is unique among American libraries, and 
therefore its procedures are seldom wholly appropriate to other 
libraries. Putnam's venture in "interpretive service" did arouse 
considerable interest but had l i t t le direct influence. When the 
university libraries came in their turn to experiment with research 
service, their undertakings shared with the Library of Congress' 
scheme the basic objective of providing fuller, more effective 
assistance to research workers, but the forms of organization were 
quite different. 
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As earlier described, the pressure for research service came 
from scholars as well as librarians. Accordingly it is not 
surprising that the prime mover in the most important plan for 
research service in university libraries was a scholar--significant-
ly, a natural scientist. Dr. Harlow Shapley, the well-known 
astronomer at Harvard, had come to the conclusion that humanistic 
and social science research in the universities was badly organized, 
with the scholars themselves having to do far more work than was 
necessary or desirable. 
In the natural sciences, he pointed out, the principle of 
division of labor had long been in effect, the research worker 
having commonly at his disposal a number of laboratory technicians 
and research assistants to perform the lesser tasks.36 For research 
workers working primarily in the library rather than in the 
laboratory, such assistance was generally not available. Yet the 
principle, Shapley claimed, was equally applicable to research 
outside the natural sciences. The process of research in any field 
Involved many tasks which others could do for the researcher. Such 
work as locating and collecting naterials, preliminary analysis of 
data, and ascertaining specific facts could well be delegated to a 
competent assistant. The resultant saving of his time would enable 
the research worker himself to concentrate on aspects that needed 
his special skills- and by which the real value of his efforts would 
37 
ultimately be judged. 
What the laboratory technician did for the natural scientist, 
Shapley thought the librarian could do for the humanist and social 
scientist. He persuaded the Carnegie Corporation of New York to 
subsidize the employment in a number of university libraries of 
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special bibliographic assistants, to be exclusively at the disposal 
of professors engaged in humanities or social science research. He 
hoped that a successful demonstration would ultimately lead to the 
establishment in university libraries of full-fledged research 
departments employing a whole corps of skilled assistants, who could 
provide for the research men whose work was primarily in the library 
a service parallel to the efficient aid already available for men 
38 
doing laboratory research. . 
After some exploration of the most suitable locales for the 
"experiment," the Corporation made grants to the' University of 
Pennsylvania Library and to the Cornell University Library for \.. • 
the two "studies of bibliographic service," more frequently called 
"research librarianships."' The administrative arrangements were 
very much the same at both institutions. Service was limited to 
faculty members engaged in research—requests arising out of teach-
ing duties continued to be treated in the ordinary way.39 In both 
cases also, the research librarians--Henry King at Cornell and 
Arnold Borden at Pennsylvania—received their assignments by a ' 
separate channel and had no connection with the regular reference 
staff.'40 
The work actually done by the two librarians was also roughly 
similar. Broadly speaking, it consisted of two types: purely 
bibliographical assistance (such as location of pertinent materials 
in other libraries) and the critical survey and digesting of 
material on a given topic. In the latter case the research librar-
ian's function was to assess the material and to describe its 
import in a report.41 ; 
The following assignments were typical of the service 
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rendered. At Pennsylvania, Borden prepared a report on methods 
used in handling strikes in Australia; identified and located 
(I.e. In other libraries) materials for a history of American 
monetary .theory; summarized the history of the use of the word 
"pathology" with illustrative quotations. 2 At Cornell, King com-, 
piled an extensive catalog, with locations, of world holdings of 
manuscripts of the Venerable Bede's Commentary on the Acts of the 
Apostles; prepared biographical sketches of sixty-four early British 
writers on economics; searched the Annals of Congress for material 
on American constitutional history; prepared a study of King 
Charles I's theory of government as indicated in his speeches.43 
As suggested by the above topics, the projects were ordinar-
ily of some magnitude, requiring a month or more of the research 
librarian's time. In his three years' service at Pennsylvania, 
Borden handled only forty assignments coming from thirty-three 
44 different faculty members. The rate at Cornell was roughly similar. 
The crux of the "experiment" was the reaction of the faculty 
members to the work done on their behalf. Both Borden and King 
reported that the faculty members entered into the arrangement with-
an attitude of skepticism emanating from doubts as to the trust-
worthiness and relevance of data which they had not personally 
gathered. There was also a feeling that such assistance would be 
somehow unethical, in that the researcher would be gaining credit 
for work not wholly his own.45 
Actual experience with the work of the research librarians 
allayed doubts and brought enthusiastic testimony in favor of the 
service. Dr. E. P. Cheyney of the University of Pennsylvania con-
fessed that his prior skepticism had proven quite unwarranted: 
____________*** 
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I t Qthe a s s i s t a n c e furnished by the research l i b r a r i a n ^ was of 
the utmost v a l u e . . I have never habi tuated myself to obtaining 
help i n such re sea rch as I have done, and i t was a s u r p r i s e 
and s a t i s f a c t i o n to find the immense advantage of such t ra ined 
and i n t e l l i g e n t h e l p . . . . I have not the l e a s t doubt of the 
value of such a s s i s t a n c e . I was not so sure of i t a t f i r s t . 
The only d i f f i c u l t y , i t seems to me, i s on our p a r t , t ha t i s , 
to formulate our problems in such a way as to make h i s con-
t r i b u t i o n to t h e i r so lu t ion a v a i l a b l e . 4 6 
Dr. M. L. W. L a i s t n e r , professor of medieval h i s t o r y a t 
Cornell Un ive r s i ty , wrote i n s imi la r ve in : "An experiment of which 
I , as you know, was a t f i r s t somewhat s k e p t i c a l , has worked exce l -
l e n t l y In p r a c t i c e , mainly because Mr. King happened to be the r i g h t 
type of man."4 7 
In f a c t , the whole "experiment," to judgje from the o f f i c i a l 
evaluat ions made by the f a c u l t y members and the l i b r a r y d i r e c t o r s 
in charge, proved to be an almost unqual i f ied success . Dean 
Richtrneyer of Cornell formally repor ted t h a t the venture had con-
vinced the Cornell f acu l ty group tha t such se rv ice could be one of 
the most e f f ec t ive means of f a c i l i t a t i n g research in the humanit ies4 
Of a long s e r i e s of r epo r t s made by f a c u l t y members a t the Uni-
v e r s i t y of Pennsylvania on the value of the resea rch l i b r a r i a n s h i p , 
only one expressed other than whole-hearted a p p r o v a l . 4 9 
When examined c lose ly so as to a s c e r t a i n p r e c i s e l y wherein 
the se rv ice offered proved of such value , the s tatements showed a 
general agreement on two p o i n t s . As a general and minimum th ing , 
the se rv ice provided a worthwhile saving of time and t roub le for 
the r e sea rch workers. That i s t o say, the research l i b r a r i a n was 
doing work which the f a c u l t y members might equal ly well have done 
for themselves, but of which they were glad to be r e l i e v e d . 5 0 
More important , the work of the r e sea rch l i b r a r i a n r e p r e s e n t -
ed an important increment, as well as a saving. A number of s t a t e -
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ments pointed out that the special bibliographical knowledge of the 
librarian (I.e. his service qua librarian rather than qua general 
assistant) enabled him to bring to light information--such as 
pertinent material in subject fields outside the scholars.' special-
ties, the resources of other libraries, works in lesser-known 
foreign languages—which the scholars could not have found for 
themselves at all. '5 1 
No one came forward to controvert the testimony of the 
faculty members or to deny the conclusions to which they seemed to 
point, yet strangely enough the demonstration had l i t t l e effect 
At the University of Pennsylvania the position of research librarian 
was eliminated when the Carnegie Corporation's grants expired. At 
Cornell, the service did have sufficiently strong faculty support to 
ensure its continuation at the University's expense.52 However, the 
service there was never extended, remaining limited to the assist-
ance possible from the efforts of the single research librarian. 3 
Most disheartening of all was the fact that the whole venture 
attracted surprisingly l i t t l e emulation from other university 
libraries. Dr. Shapley's correspondence with the Carnegie Corpora-
tion did. indeed Indicate that there was a certain-amount of interest 
manifested at the outset, with two or three libraries intimating 
! 
that plans were afoot to inaugurate similar services, but these 
plans never materialized 
Just why, in the light of the apparent success of the research! 
librarianships, so l i t t l e in the way of permanent and wide-spread 
results should have come from the demonstration is not definitely 
known. Speculation, however, suggests several answers. It is easy 
to believe that inertia, conservatism, and skepticism were not to be 
PBKveamxMM 
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easily overcome by only a couple of examples of effective service, 
and those elsewhere and probably unknown to most faculty members and 
librarians. The timing was certainly poor—the depression decade 
was no time for expansion of services. Dr. Kinkeldey has suggested 
another reason: the personnel problem may have seemed insuperable. 
| Most librarians and university administrators, he intimated, simply 
felt that they could not attract the personnel competent to offer 
such service. ^ 
In addition to such external factors militating against the 
general adoption of the research librarianship plan, it is likely 
that certain internal administrative features of its operation 
proved unacceptable to the library profession. Herman Henkle-
severely criticized what seemed to him the inordinate length of time 
spent by the research librarians on each project. To devote, as 
they actually did, an average of almost two months to each problem 
meant that the service could reach only a negligible number of 
faculty members.56 
Theoretically at least, this objection was not wholly valid, 
since it was never contemplated in Shapley's original plan that a 
single research librarian could possibly suffice for the entire 
faculty. But, practically speaking, it was a criticism which must 
have suggested itself to many a library director, who saw no hope of 
obtaining funds for a really comprehensive program of faculty 
assistance. And to provide the service of a single librarian for 
only a dozen or so faculty members per year, along the lines 
actually followed at Cornell,and Pennsylvania, must have seemed 
likely to involve the library staff in charges of showing arbitrary 
favoritism.57 
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Additional criticism attached itself to the policy of dis-
sociating the research service from the regular work and personnel 
of the library. The policy tended to make the research librarian-
ship seem exotic instead of indigenous to the whole climate of 
university library operation, an "extra" to be added only by the 
grace of subsidy from without the library budget, easily ignored and 
easily dispensed with when special funds were no longer available. 
Strangely enough, no one singled out for criticism the ob-
vious fact that the research librarianships quite ignored the whole 
principle of subject specialization. Aside from limiting their 
projects to fields other than natural science, both research librar-
ians acted as complete generalists, assisting in inquiries covering 
subjects ranging from medieval literature to economics. In a sense, 
the acceptability of their work to the scholars was a tribute to 
the value of general library training (and probably to the personal 
qualifications of the particular librarians), but conceivably the 
projects took as long as they did because of the research librarians 
initial unfamiliarity with the subject matter of the inquiries. 
These criticisms did not controvert the essential finding of 
the "research librarianship experiment"—that the reference librar-
ian could profitably be allotted a larger role in the conduct of 
academic research, even in fields of investigation formerly thought 
to be unadaptable to such a cooperative approach. They suggested, 
however, that to make such research service a regular part of uni-
versity library facilities, a different ferm of organization would 
have had to be adopted — one which could integrate the research 
service with other library operations, and at the same time associ-
ate the work of research librarians more closely with specific 
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groups of s c h o l a r s . 
| The "Special Library" In the Univers i ty 
I The above conclusion i s p a r t i c u l a r l y appos i te i f re ference 
s e r v i c e i s thought of, not only as aid i n spec i f i c i n q u i r i e s , but 
a lso as a continuous information s e r v i c e , serving to keep the scholar 
abreas t of the cur ren t l i t e r a t u r e i n h i s f i e l d . A bas ic condi t ion 
for the es tabl ishment of such se rv ice i s the close a s s o c i a t i o n of 
the l i b r a r i a n with a spec i f i c group of i n v e s t i g a t o r s . This condition 
could not o r d i n a r i l y be met i n the main u n i v e r s i t y l i b r a r y , but the 
departmental or c o l l e g i a t e l i b r a r y did provide a favorable environ-
ment. Granted s u f f i c i e n t d e s i r e and f i n a n c i a l support , the l a t t e r 
could offer something akin to spec ia l l i b r a r y s e r v i c e . 
There was evidence t h a t from about 1930 on, some d e p a r t -
mental l i b r a r i a n s - - f e w but growing in number--did i n f a c t come to 
i d e n t i f y themselves as " spec ia l l i b r a r i a n s , " with corresponding 
impl ica t ions for the expansion of s e r v i c e . The trend was symbolized 
by the formation of a col lege and u n i v e r s i t y l i b r a r y s e c t i o n in the 
Special L i b r a r i e s Associa t ion i n 1934. Walter Hausdorfer, a leader 
i n t h i s movement, maintained, for example, t ha t the School of 
Business Library a t Columbia Univers i ty "should at tempt to bui ld up 
5C such serv ices as might be given i n -a corresponding spec i a l l i b r a r y . 
The inf luence of t h i s a t t i t u d e i n the p r a c t i c e of re fe rence 
work was seen in the r e p o r t s of a number of departmental and 
c o l l e g i a t e l i b r a r i e s , notably a t Columbia Unive r s i ty . The Egleston 
Library there r e g u l a r l y scanned a l l p e r i o d i c a l s on r e c e i p t and 
furnished to the f a c u l t y members of the School of Engineering 
pe r iod ic r epor t s on the new books and a r t i c l e s i n the f i e l d s of 
t h e i r spec ia l I n t e r e s t . 6 0 The Chemical Library posted a b s t r a c t s on 
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6~L its bulletin board for the information of the department faculty. 
At the Library of the College, of Physicians and Surgeons, 
Walter R. Bett, working under the handicap of limited financial 
i 
support, made a start toward the inauguration of a bibliographic 
service by furnishing occasional abstracts and the part-time serv-
ices of a translator.62 His successor in the position, Thomas 
Fleming, was able to expand the service considerably. Under his 
direction the Library undertook to furnish a continuing report on 
the current literature by supplying investigators with "a complete 
or partial bibliography of articles pertaining to a subject under 
investigation and...information concerning new articles as they 
appear."63 This plan, described as a "continuous bibliographic 
service," actually combined the dual functions of literature 
reporting and journal routing. The library staff scanned incoming 
journals, supplied references to each research man according to his 
previously indicated special field of interest, and on demand 
brought together the journals themselves for convenient consultation 
by the scholar.65 Thirty-six investigators were supplied with over 
5000 references in the first year of operation. 
Not surprisingly, most examples of extensive service of this 
kind came from departmental libraries for the natural sciences, a 
field where research was recognized to be much less dependent upon 
individual effort and personal interpretation than in the humanities 
and social sciences. But the principle of library collaboration in 
research was also applicable to the latter fields,67 as shown by 
a few specific examples. At Princeton University, the Industrial 
Relations Section maintained what was to all intents and purpcs es 
a special library service. In this semi-autonomous research unit, 
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the library staff worked in close cooperation with the investigators, 
acting as a "clearinghouse of information" and supplying "brief ab-
stracts and summaries" to resident staff and outside investigators. 
In fact, there was no clear line of demarcation between the library,. 
teaching, and research functions, the three operating in close and 
68 
continuous collaboration. 
Another instance of the movement of non-scientific depart-
mental libraries toward the development of a special library type 
-of service came from the Law Library at Columbia. Its report for 
1958 made it clear that the Columbia Law Library was supplying 
valuable assistance to the faculty in line with a deliberate policy 
of research service. The extent—and the limitations—of the serv-
ice were described by Miles Price in the following statement: 
We draw the line at interpreting it Cthe material3 for him 
Cthe faculty memberj but short of that we do not stop. 
Without, it is believed, the faculty realizing it, they 
have taken us very far afield; they have come to'"accept 
as a matter of course...services they never used to ask 
for or get...and I think they are perfectly right.... While 
the library does not do any interpreting of legal data, that 
being for the research assistant, we do conceive it as part 
of our duty to give a research worker what a patent attorney 
would call "the state of the art" as to what material exists 
. in a given field.69 
Price's statement may well serve as a sort of bench mark for 
measuring the development of reference services in general research 
libraries before the Second World War. It is indicative of the 
trend, not yet established as the norm but growing in strength, to 
extend the bounds of assistance, and particularly to orient this 
assistance more closely" to the needs of the research group. These 
objectives were the common denominators that served to unite all the 
new departures described in the present chapter. "Chairs," "con-
sultantships," "research librarianshlps," "special libraries in the 
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universities"--all these shared the same aim of providing a service 
for advanced investigators, shaped specifically to their special 
requirements, and distinct from that provided for the general readers 
and students. i 
These ventures also shared the same basic assumption: that 
' these special requirements were for library assistance that would go 
further than fact-finding and suggestion of sources. The assumption 
was only that, for i t was never definitely proven that the research 
men did in fact want and need extensive assistance. But the 
admission by the scholars that_ they lacked bibliographical compe-
tence, their inability to cope with the growing volume of research 
literature, the fact that, in Price's words, "they came to accept 
i t as a matter of course," all tended to confirm the supposition. 
A final basic premise characteristic of all these new ven-
tures was the belief that librarians,--if not always in esse, at 
least in posse--were competent to render extensive assistance, and 
that such assistance would represent a positive contribution to the 
work of research. The industrial research librarians had, indeed, 
already gone far toward demonstrating the truth of this premise, 
but only for research workers in applied science. The great con-
tribution of these new departures, particularly of the "research 
librarianship experiment," was to indicate that a special library 
type of service was also appropriate to the work of scholars in the 
humanities and social sciences. 
All these were theoretical considerations. The ways in which 
to translate them into a practical program of service found no such 
agreement. The point at which to draw the line for assistance was 
a continuing problem which brought a variety of answers. Pricie, 
! 1 
. , . ._—*-—«,.».»,• - - • „ . , . . . . , . . • . ,
 1—i-iii tirniiMii )MW1i,,w-MI , i , , „ ! „ IIIWUIIMI ••iimwiraTi • • « " • • • i M » i i i i r M w ^ ^ ^ w » i i i » i « i » i urn r n i •"" "I' iiini iiirii l i • ii'iifi'i'i 'S-LZ _ 
I - 2 2 5 
for example, thought it inappropriate to interpret data, but the 
research librarians at Cornell and Pennsylvania considered critical 
analyses of material an integral part of their responsibilities. 
The forms of assistance also received varying emphasis. In the 
Library of Congress chief stress was laid on guidance in the use of 
• a library so large in resources and so complicated in its biblio-
graphical apparatus as to puzzle even the mature scholar. In 
institutions such as the Huntington Library and the John Carter 
Brown Library, the emphasis was on special assistance of a biblio-
graphical and paleographical nature—identification of editions and 
textual criticism. In the "special" university libraries such as 
those of the Industrial Relations Section at Princeton and of the 
College of Physicians and Surgeons at Columbia, the most useful 
avenue of service was thought to lie in the direction of a continuous 
reporting on current literature. 
There was equally great variety in the forms of administra-
tive organization adopted for the provision of research service. 
The Library of Congress "consultantships" and the "research librar-
ianships" were merely superimposed on the existing framework. 
Dependent on the irregular support of outside subsidies, they seemed 
only ad hoc ventures, with no real roots in their parent institu-
tions. The ideal of a close and continuous collaboration between 
the research service and its scholarly clientele on the one hand, 
between the service and the rest of the library on the other hand, 
was more nearly realized In endowed reference libraries such as the 
Huntington Library and in university "special libraries" such as 
the Princeton Industrial Relations Section. 
All this is to indicate that the mechanics of practice for 
r M imi f i I I • i B W ^ K M W i i r m i M — i » « i I . I - M ..,.. • • . i - - —.—————,—mm.— • — i i • J — 11 ru HI I I P I ir urn 11 i n i i M M « r i i i i B i « « » • • . . M M — — y m i i m . i — a ^ — — — . • _-—.^w 
__a— 
226 
research service in the general research library were not yet 
worked out before the Second World War. - And only naturally so, for 
In libraries open to the general public and without the strong 
financial support of great industrial corporations, it was inevitably 
more difficult to discover an arrangement whereby a large-scale 
research service could be provided efficiently, economically, and in 
harmony with .the other functions of the libraries. 
But if the problems had not yet been solved, at least the 
direction was already made clear. Few in number as were these hew 
departures in reference service, they were enough to demonstrate 
that the librarian could be a working member of the research team, 
capable of doing for the academic sholar much of the work formerly 
thought necessarily to devolve on the latter himself. They strongly 
suggested that in the general research library, as in the industrial 
library, the development of reference services for research was to 
proceed in the direction of more, not less, assistance. 
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CHAPTER IX 
SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, AND A REVIEW OF PRESENT TRENDS 
To t r a c e t h e d e v e l o p m e n t of r e f e r e n c e s e r v i c e s i n A m e r i c a n 
r e s e a r c h l i b r a r i e s i s t o r e c o r d t h e t r a n s f o r m a t i o n of o c c a s i o n a l and 
c a s u a l c o u r t e s y i n t o a complex and h i g h l y s p e c i a l i z e d s e r v i c e of 
s t e a d i l y i n c r e a s i n g s c o p e and i m p o r t a n c e . I n mos t i n s t i t u t i o n s , i t 
i s now t a k e n f o r g r a n t e d t h a t one of t h e l i b r a r y ' s p r i m a r y f u n c t i o n s 
i s t o make a v a i l a b l e p e r s o n a l a s s i s t a n c e f o r r e a d e r s s e e k i n g i n f o r m a -
t i o n . I n d e e d , r e f e r e n c e s e r v i c e i s so much a commonplace, of p r e s e n t -
d a y Amer ican l i b r a r y p r a c t i c e t h a t many A m e r i c a n l i b r a r i a n s t e n d t o 
r e g a r d i t as an i n h e r e n t e l e m e n t of l i b r a r l a n s h i p - - s o m e t h i n g t h a t 
was a lways d o n e . 
Yet a c o n s i d e r a t i o n of f o r e i g n l i b r a r y p r a c t i c e s shows t h a t 
r e f e r e n c e work i s s t i l l by no means u n i v e r s a l l y r e g a r d e d as a 
f u n d a m e n t a l p a r t of r e s e a r c h l i b r a r y s e r v i c e . A c t u a l l y , r e f e r e n c e 
s e r v i c e i s a l m o s t a p e c u l i a r l y Amer i can d e v e l o p m e n t . 1 I t i s n o t 
m e r e l y t h e p r o d u c t of a s i m p l e and l o g i c a l u n f o l d i n g of t e n d e n c i e s 
i n h e r e n t i n t h e v e r y s t r u c t u r e of r e s e a r c h l i b r a r i e s e v e r y w h e r e , b u t 
t h e r e s u l t of a c o l l o c a t i o n of p a r t i c u l a r h i s t o r i c a l f a c t o r s d i s -
t i n c t i v e t o t h e Amer ican l i b r a r y s c e n e . 
The i n t r o d u c t i o n of r e f e r e n c e s e r v i c e i n A m e r i c a n r e s e a r c h 
l i b r a r i e s was d u e i n t h e f i r s t i n s t a n c e t o t h e f a c t t h a t i n Amer ica 
r e s e a r c h l i b r a r i e s d e v e l o p e d as i n s t i t u t i o n s s e r v i n g g e n e r a l r e a d e r s 
a s w e l l as s c h o l a r s . When t h e t r a n s f o r m a t i o n of s c h o l a r s h i p changed 
A m e r i c a n c o l l e g e s i n t o u n i v e r s i t i e s , t h e c h a n g e was one of a d d i t i o n , 
n o t d i s p l a c e m e n t — t h e newer f u n c t i o n of r e s e a r c h b e i n g m e r e l y s u p e r -
imposed on t h e o l d e r f u n c t i o n of i n s t r u c t i o n . The l i b r a r i e s w h i c h 
' •• »-'ami—i ' i" 
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served these universities took on the same dual character. For the 
professional scholars they rapidly acquired large collections and 
built up an intricate bibliographical apparatus. But they also con-
tinued to serve inexperienced students, whose needs never ceased to 
represent a major claim on the libraries' attention. 
The other main type of research library prominent in the 
nineteenth century--the public library—was equally "general," that 
Is to say, heterogeneous In purpose and clientele. Though the 
interests of the scholars may have been the most prominent in the 
foundation of public libraries,2 i t is certain that the public 
library rapidly came to be an institution catering to the community 
as a whole. 
I t was the existence of this large body of inexperienced 
readers that first raised the problem of the library's responsi-
bilities for personal assistance to its users. Traditionally the 
librarian's role had been that of custodian, collector, and cataloger|| 
I t had not been supposed that his functions included personal 
assistance to readers. Of course, there had always been instances 
of personal helpfulness by librarians, but these had been made as a 
matter of simple courtesy rather than of responsibility, much less 
than of organized service. 
In the last quarter of the nineteenth century, however, public 
librarians, notably Samuel Swett Green, began to realize that a 
policy of laissez faire was insufficient to meet the needs of 
readers unskilled in the use of the library. But, in championing 
the "desirableness of personal intercourse between librarians and 
readers," Green acted also out of more than altruistic motives. He 
realized that such assistance, in rendering the public library more 
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useful to a l a rge propor t ion of i t s . c l i e n t e l e , would con t r ibu t e as 
well to i t s popu la r i t y and suppor t . 
The f i r s t s teps in the d i r e c t i o n of personal a s s i s t a n c e were, 
however, t e n t a t i v e enotigh, being confined l a r g e l y to guidance i n the 
use of the l i b r a r y and to suggest ions for the s e l e c t i o n of mater ia ls . 
The a c t i v i t y was qu i t e pe r iphe ra l to the l i b r a r y ' s main funct ions 
of book a c q u i s i t i o n , arrangement and supply, and i t en l i s t ed only 
the pa r t - t ime se rv ice of the chief himself . 
As the purveyance of information came i n c r e a s i n g l y ' t o be 
regarded as a major funct ion of the publ ic l i b r a r y , consonant with 
i t s s t a t u s as an educat ional i n s t i t u t i o n , the p rov is ion of a s s i s t -
ance became accepted as a c en t r a l r e s p o n s i b i l i t y r a t h e r than a 
marginal a c t i v i t y . The work i t s e l f took on l a rge r p ropor t i ons , 
r equ i r ing the f u l l - t i m e se rv ice of one or more s t a f f members. After 
1890, i n a t l e a s t the l a rge r publ ic l i b r a r i e s , i t came to be 
organized as a separa te l i b r a r y department. The term "reference 
work" replaced the older , vaguer des igna t ions of "access to l i b r a r - -
i ans" and "aid to r e a d e r s , " and the work of a s s i s t a n c e was' regarded 
as a spec ia l ized l i b r a r y funct ion, with i t s own d i s t i n c t i v e t e c h -
niques and t r a i n i n g . 
In the u n i v e r s i t y l i b r a r i e s the r a t e of acceptance was slower. 
To begin with, the older cus tod ia l t r a d i t i o n of l i b r a r i a n s h i p was 
more deeply imbedded i n u n i v e r s i t y l i b r a r y p r a c t i c e . Ref lec t ing 
the small a t t e n t i o n paid to the l i b r a r y i n the theor ies and methods 
of the "old regime" i n American higher education, the co l l ege 
l i b r a r y was u n t i l well i n to the e igh t i e s commonly no more than an 
i l l - s t o c k e d and l i t t l e - u s e d s torehouse of books, and the l i b r a r i a n 
only i t s ca re t ake r . The t ransformat ion of American h igher education, 
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which made the library "the heart of the university," greatly ex-
t 
panded the use of the library by both faculty and students, and 
made pertinent for the first time the question of how to facilitate 
the students' use of the library. 
The university librarians, closely associated with the public 
librarians in the new professional associations, adopted the public 
library idea of organized assistance by the library staff on behalf 
of the library clientele. In general, the university libraries' 
followed the same lines as had the public libraries, first providing 
personal assistance on a part-time and occasional basis, later 
making the work of the reference librarian a specialized function, 
eventually giving to that function the status of a separate depart-
ment. The rate of advance in the university libraries was, however, 
distinctly slower than it was in the public libraries, mainly 
because the self-interest of the university librarians was not so 
directly dependent upon the extension of the library's service. 
By the end of the nineteenth century, reference service had 
become a well-established function in both public and university 
libraries, though by no means in all of the latter. The service 
was, however, in both cases oriented almost exclusively toward the 
inexperienced reader. It had made its way into the research librar-
ies, but had as yet almost nothing to do with their scholarly 
clientele. 
This condition reflected the influence of a number of factors. 
Primarily i t was due to the fact that the research men themselves 
expressed almost no demand for librarians' assistance. The dominant 
desires of the scholars were first of all for larger collections, 
and then for a better bibliographical apparatus. Only in a few 
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scattered instances were there any hints that they might appreciate 
personal assistance from librarians. 
A complementary sentiment was the widespread feeling—among 
scholars and librarians alike—that the scholars really did not need 
assistance. The usual supposition of the time was that the scholar 
was the master of the bibliography of his field, quite able to 
gather information by himself. This supposition may well have had 
considerable foundation in fact, for, in the nineteenth century, the 
volume of scholarly publication, though rapidly increasing, was still 
small enough to warrant confidence that the specialist would have 
adequate familiarity with the literature of his subject. 
In any case, the librarians themselves firmly believed that, 
for anyone competent to use it (as the scholar presumably could), 
the catalog provided a sufficient guide to the information available 
in the library. There was a naive and exaggerated confidence in the 
efficacy of the library's bibliographic apparatus. At the very . 
least, even where the fallibility of the catalog was recognized, it 
was considered the library user's first and greatest resource, re-
ducing to the minimum the necessity for personal intervention by 
the librarian. 
For the inexperienced reader, of course, the catalog was 
recognized to be too complex a tool to be used without explanation 
by the librarian, and such interpretation constituted a major 
activity of the reference librarian. However, for even these 
readers, the assistance was, in theory, carefully limited to in-
struction and guidance. The proper goal of reference work, accord-
ing to the "conservative theory" that represented the views of most 
reference librarians in the period prior to World War I, was the 
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self-dependence of the reader. This aim would be furthered by 
instruction in the use of the library; it would, ran the contempor-
ary reasoning, be hindered by too great a measure of assistance. 
Though their theory sought to limit assistance to guidance, 
in practice reference librarians had already found themselves drawn 
into furnishing quite a different kind of aid--"fact-finding" or 
"information service." Even at its lowest level, say answering an 
inquiry on the pronunciation of a word, direct information service 
represented a really radical extension of the concept of assistance. 
To show a reader how to use the catalog or-a reference book was 
merely to supplement the conventional bibliographic apparatus. To 
supply him with the facts themselves meant that the librarian was no 
longer a guide but an information supplier pure and simple, the 
library being merely his locale and working tool. 
The two forms of assistance also had vastly different implica-
tions for the relationship of the librarian to the reader and for 
the status of the librarian himself. The former type stressed the 
librarian's function as instructor; the latter emphasized the 
librarian's role as direct participant in the process of investiga-
tion. The former implied a policy of minimal assistance; the latter 
placed no limits on the participation of the librarian other than 
those consonant with his competence to pursue the. inquiry, the 
wishes of the inquirer, and the facilities of the library. 
Probably few libraries of the time deliberately sought to 
embark on a program of direct information service. It is likely that 
reference departments were drawn into such service more or less 
insensibly by following the line of least effort in the everyday 
practice of reference work. The library clients themselves often 
1
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had no wish to develop bibliographical competence or independence, 
and pressed for direct answers rather than guidance. In any case, 
reference librarians often found it quicker and easier for them-
selves to supply information directly to readers than to show them 
how to find it. 
Despite the resistance of conservative theorizers, informa-
tion service came thus gradually to take a prominent place in the 
duties of the reference staff. For such service, at least in the 
more esoteric inquiries, a knowledge of the techniques of library 
use was insufficient. It also required subject knowledge on the 
part of the reference librarian, a familiarity with the terminology 
and methods of specialized fields. These considerations dictated a 
growing trend toward subject specialization in reference service, 
at first more evident in the public libraries, but gradually 
penetrating the university libraries as well. In certain cases, the 
trend toward subject specialization was reinforced by purely admin-
istrative considerations: the inconvenience of separating-."circulat-
ing" and "reference" materials on the same subject, and, where 
collections presented difficult problems of form or language, the " 
necessity of recruiting staff with the special knowledge to deal 
with the materials. 
By the end of the First World War, the advent of subject 
specialization and the elaboration of reference techniques had re-
sulted in a considerable qualitative improvement in the reference 
services of general research libraries, accompanying, and perhaps 
occasioned by, a definite increase in the volume and prestige of 
reference work. However, the service in these libraries still 
I tended to be directed mainly toward inexperienced readers rather 
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than scho la r s , and the scope of a s s i s t ance was s t i l l l a rge ly l imited 
to guidance in the use of the l i b r a r y and the simpler so r t s of 
f a c t - f i n d i n g . 
Meanwhile the informational needs of businessmen and l e g i s -
l a t o r s had al ready se t under way the development of a new type of 
l i b r a r y based on a r a d i c a l extension of the concept of reference 
s e rv i ce . The spec ia l l i b r a r y , popularized by the success of Charles 
McCarthy and his fellow l e g i s l a t i v e l i b r a r i a n s , had as i t s chief 
f e a t u r e the purveyance.of a thorough and r e l i a b l e information se rv -
ice to i t s c l i e n t e l e . Since the i n t e r e s t of the c l i e n t e l e was p r e -
dominantly in the possession of the f ac t s r a t he r than i n the 
development of personal a b i l i t y i n t h e i r ascertainment, the ro le of 
guidance was minimized and the l i b r a r i a n s became f rankly and fu l l y 
information a s s i s t a n t s . The spec ia l l i b r a r i a n s a lso broadened the 
scope of reference work, not only supplying answers to spec i f i c 
i n q u i r i e s but a l so an t i c ipa t i ng questions by furnishing a continuous 
r epor t ing service on new developments. 
As with the beginning of reference serv ice in general l i b r a r -
i e s , the f i r s t app l ica t ion of the "specia l l i b r a r y idea" was on 
behalf of c l ients- -businessmen and government off ic ia ls - -who were 
unski l led i n the use of l i b r a r i e s and i n the techniques of informa-
t i o n ex t r ac t i on . The presumption was that the spec ia l l i b r a r i a n was 
doing for these c l i e n t s a task which they could do for -themselves 
only incompletely, or a t l e a s t with g rea t d i f f i c u l t y . Cer ta in ly the 
mainspring of the l e g i s l a t i v e l i b r a r y movement was the be l ie f t ha t 
the l e g i s l a t o r s were unable to procure by t h e i r own means the r e l i -
able and extensive information needed for e f fec t ive l e g i s l a t i o n . 
La te r , the spec i a l l i b r a r y was presented, not j u s t as a form 
'
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of "help for the helpless," but on its merits as a straight labor-
saving device. The reasoning now was that extensive library assist-
ance was worthwhile in any case where the time saved by the client 
was more valuable than the time spent by the librarian. On this 
basis, special libraries were established to serve the growing num-
ber of research laboratories established by industrial concerns 
after the First World War. It was really the first wholehearted 
attempt to provide reference service for research workers (as 
differentiated from reference service in research libraries). 
Even in these industrial research libraries the development 
of a policy of extensive assistance for research workers was no over-
night occurrence. It was argued by some research workers (and, for 
that matter, by some librarians as well) that only the research 
worker himself could properly find bhe data he needed. However, as 
the special library staffs came to include personnel of the requisite 
subject knowledge, it was seen as feasible and efficient for the 
librarian to supply the research worker with the d'esired information. 
In some libraries, the library staff eventually was given major 
responsibility for the "literature side" of research, furnishing 
literature surveys, reports on the "state of the art," bibliographies 
and summaries of the current literature, and, in some instances, 
J even going so far as to suggest opportunities and methods for re-
search. In industrial research libraries of this sort, the librar-
ian became a collaborator in the research process, paving the way 
for and supplementing the work of the laboratory. 
In the general research libraries, assistance on this scale 
was distinctly uncommon right up through 1940. The principal 
problem was the heterogeneous nature of the demands upon the 
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library, which made it difficult to differentiate service for the 
scholars from the much more numerous general readers. In the large 
university and public libraries, with thousands of such general 
readers, the service load was often so great as to limit the 
capacity of the reference departments to offer more than minimal 
assistance. 
To this strong practical argument against a policy of exten-
sive reference service were added the continued support of the 
familiar assumptions that instruction and 'guidance were really 
i preferable for students, and that scholars did not want or require 
• 
more than occasional personal assistance from librarians. However, 
the prejudice against direct information service as a reference • 
department function notably diminished. There were also positive 
gains in the quality of the assistance rendered, featuring a steady 
increase in subject specialization, and a notable development of 
the tools for reference work by a proliferation of union lists, 
union catalogs, printed bibliographies, and resources surveys. 
However, not until a decade after World War I were there any 
serious attempts to set up in general research libraries a service 
catering specifically to scholars, and offering them extensive 
assistance. Of these ventures in research service, the "research 
librarianships" at Cornell and at Pennsylvania were perhaps the 
most notable. They showed that extensive assistance by librarians 
was practicable and useful even for university scholars working In 
the humanities and social sciences, though it had been usually 
thought that the "personal" nature of research in these fields pre-
cluded the use of the librarian as "collaborator." As "experiments," 
the research librarianships were successful; as a model for future 
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ventures in the direction of research service they attracted little 
emulation, because they presented too many problems from the point 
of view of financial support and administrative organization. 
A less striking but probably more promising approach to the 
problem of providing adequate reference service for faculty members 
. lay in the development of university departmental libraries along 
the lines of special libraries. In a few instances, notably in the 
Industrial Relations Section at Princeton and In the Library of the 
College of Physicians and Surgeons at Columbia University, depart-
mental librarians, working in close collaboration v/ith research 
personnel, were able to provide a literature-reporting service that 
represented a real contribution to the work of research. 
Such instanc.es were, however, still definitely atypical of 
reference services in general research libraries in 1940. The 
usual pattern was one of "moderate service," the product of a com-
promise between librarians' genuine desire to be of maximum aid and 
the limitations imposed by lack of time and inability to secure 
personnel of the requisite qualifications. 
The-."moderate service" was seen at its best in the high tech-
nical skill by which reference librarians were able to help scholars 
find elusive facts, verify obscure titles and locate needed mate-
rials in libraries elsewhere. However, reference workers in general 
research libraries continued to be saddled with many responsibilities 
only indirectly related to informational duties, and they seldom 
• 
even attempted to carry out such larger tasks as translations, 
literature searches, or critical bibliographies. 
I In sum, most public and university librarians clung to the 
j notion that extensive assistance for the research group, if not un-
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desirable, was at least impracticable. This reasoning was probably 
valid enough for public libraries, where the research workers could 
not be easily identified, the service load was large, and where in 
any case it was questionable if any single group of clients had 
proper claims to special service. In the universities, where the 
| research group was readily distinguishable from the. mass of general 
readers and was considered by long-established academic tradition 
to warrant unusual service, it was more likely and proper that the 
librarians should find methods and support for a program of exten-
sive assistance to research. The practical problems had not yet 
been worked out, but the case for an expanded reference service to 
university research personnel was plausible enough to indicate that 
the future development of reference service in university libraries 
v/ould lie in the direction of greater responsibilities for the' 
reference librarian. 
Since 19 40; Reference Service and Scientific Research 
The full history of reference service since 19 40 cannot yet 
be written. The major changes are still in progress, making it 
hard to discern their exact shape and dimensions, and many of the 
details are lacking because reports are not yet available. . Never-
theless, the main outlines of the present pattern are clear enough, 
and since much of the interest of a historical study lies in the 
relationship of past trends to present situation, a tentative sketch 
of recent developments is here presented. 
On the whole the last dozen years, while bringing many import 
ant changes in the practice of reference work, have witnessed an 
acceleration of previous trends rather than their reversal. In the 
| industrial research libraries, the tendency to have reference 
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librarians assume a major share of the responsibility for the 
literature work involved in research has become widespread. Func-
tions such as preparing abstracts, making literature surveys, re-
porting on the "state of the art," and editorial work have now 
become standard operating procedure in many industrial research 
libraries. For example, Johnson's survey of services in petroleum-
libraries indicated that 62.5 per cent of the libraries reporting 
prepared a regular abstract bulletin, 96 per cent of the group did 
"some sort of literature searching," and 38 per cent engaged in 
patent searches.° 
Undoubtedly the prevalence of the practice of providing ex-
tensive library assistance in scientific research reflects the 
strong support of the scientists themselves for such a policy. For 
example, both the Bush and Steelman reports on the national situa-
tion in scientific research stressed the importance of first-class 
library service in conserving scientists' time for the laboratory 
part of their work.4 Perhaps the best indication of the degree to 
which the policy of extensive reference service corresponds to the 
views of the research workers themselves is gained from the fact 
that textbooks on industrial research now commonly describe such 
service as an economically necessary part of operating procedure in 
industrial research. The following statement by David Bendel Hertz 
exemplified both the characteristic reasoning and the attitude of 
matter-of-fact acceptance: . 
It is inefficient to expect a research worker to obtain all 
this information Ci.e. needed for his workj on his ov/n. In 
any case, it is barely possible for him today to keep up with 
current information in his own particular specialty, much ' 
less maintain his contacts with other fields. The library 
and staff who operate it in any efficient research group must 
maintain or have access to all the sources of information which 
would be of utility to a worker in a given project. For best 
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results, they should be able to prepare bibliographies and 
abstracts of pertinent material rapidly and to furnish 
j specific literature which the researchers feel would be of 
! additional interest.5 
Hertz' statement brings out two of the main reasons for the 
increasing willingness of scientists to allot librarians major 
a. 
r e s p o n s i b i l i t y in l i t e r a t u r e se rv ice work. Neither reason i s nev/, 
but both gained added force from the development of research i t s e l f 
during the Second World War and after.. One stems from the f ac t t h a t 
s c i e n t i f i c research , a t l e a s t in indus t ry and government, now almost 
always i s a "group p r o j e c t . " 7 As Hertz expla ins , the research 
worker operat ing as pa r t of a large research u n i t can not and does 
not expect to work alone, but frankly depends upon a whole a r ray of 
"subs id iary se rv ices" for supp l i e s , information, and a s s i s t a n c e . 
Given in addi t ion the general s c a r c i t y of personnel qual i f ied to 
conduct research , a r u l i n g p r i n c i p l e of present -day research admin-
i s t r a t i o n i s t h a t the g rea t e r the pa r t of the subs id ia ry s e rv i ce s , 
among them the l i b r a r y ' s informational se rv ice , the more e f f i c i e n t 
p 
the work of the research organiza t ion . 
The second reason suggested by Hertz was the enormous increase 
i n the volume of s c i e n t i f i c l i t e r a t u r e . The tremendous impetus 
given to s c i e n t i f i c and i n d u s t r i a l research by the Second World War, 
and by the I n d u s t r i a l expansion which followed i t , r e su l t ed i n an 
unprecedented output of research p u b l i c a t i o n s . At the I n t e r n a t i o n a l 
Conference on Science Abstract ing (1949), I t was estimated that 
there v/ere then no l e s s than 40,000 . s c i e n t i f i c and technica l journals 
publ ishing some 1,850,000 a r t i c l e s a year , most of thern nowhere 
indexed or abs t r ac ted . The number of journals indexed i n Chemical 
| Abstracts grew from 2,808 i n 1936 to 4,318 in 1946, the increase 
j d i r e c t l y r e f l e c t i n g the establishment of new media of p u b l i c a t i o n . 1 0 
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It was becoming obvious that 'the volume of pertinent literature in 
any single field, except possibly in the most narrow specializations, 
was growing to the extent that the individual researcher, however 
expert and conscientious, could not hope to cope with it unaided. 
As J. D. Bernal, himself an eminent scientist, logically pointed out: 
"While the annual increment of new knowledge in the v/hole field of 
science and in any particular field is rapidly increasing, the 
capacity for assimilating knowledge, is for each individual research 
worker,: absolutely limited." 
In this task of mastering the literature, past and' current, 
the research worker's traditional aids—the abstracting and indexing 
services--have proven increasingly deficient. Ranganathan and 
Sundaram, pointing out the manifest duplication and gaps in the 
coverage of scientific literature .effected by the "bibliographic 
services," have estimated that, by the aid of these alone, the 
scientist can identify and locate no more than one-third of all the 
pertinent material in his subject (with some variation, of course, 
according to the field of study).12 
Another hindrance to the satisfaction of the scientist's 
informational needs has arisen out of the fact that scientific re-
search has increasingly tended to be interdisciplinary in its ap-
proach. This has meant that the research worker has had to gain 
cognizance of the work being done in fields outside his immediate 
specialty—which is to say, very often in fields beyond the scope 
of his personal bibliographic competence. 
A final difficulty relates to the form of publication itself. 
A large proportion of the research of the last decade has been 
issued, not in the form of the relatively accessible journal article, 
r.uwi niirwwun 
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but as "technical reports." Many of these "reports," not the least 
valuable, are not "published" at all, existing only In manuscript 
form. Others appear in a variety of nearprint forms, in small 
editions difficult to identify and locate. In certain areas of 
science, security regulations impose a further hindrance. 
' All these changes have meant that the task of tracing and 
using scientific literature has become considerably more difficult 
in the last decade. The effect has been to reinforce the demand 
for an intermediary between the research man and his literature, 
the task of locating information almost necessarily becoming a 
specialized function devolving upon specially assigned personnel. 
The case for a special library type of service for the scientific 
research worker seemed stronger than ever at the mid-century. 
Reference Service in the General Research Library since 1940 
Much of the reasoning which seems to point to the use of 
extensive reference service in conjunction with research sponsored 
by industry and government is equally applicable to the research 
sponsored by the universities. The parallel has, indeed, been used 
as ammunition by some university research men in pressing for a 
larger measure of library assistance. Henry Gilman, for instance, 
thought that the non-industrial scientist could greatly profit by 
such service, which would give him more opportunity for the exercise 
of his purely creative talents. He looked forward to the time when 
such "special service" would be a regular service of the university 
library.13 
Such a position is probably—in the case of social scien-
tists and humanists, almost certainly—still a minority opinion. 
On the basis of an informal survey of faculty attitudes, William H. 
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Carlson has concluded that the "faculty member of the present and 
X 
Immediate future will welcome the assistance of a highly trained 
and competent subject spec ia l i s t l i b ra r i an , but only as an aid in 
locating the l i t e r a t u r e . " The usual reason given by his respondents! 
was that research is too much a matter of purely personal In te r -
pre ta t ion to admit of much subdivision in the labor i t invo lves . 1 5 
This negative view of the f e a s i b i l i t y and value of a special 
l i b ra ry type of service within the univers i ty l ib ra ry se t t ing i s 
also shared by a number of l i b r a r i a n s . In a recent a r t i c l e , Harry 
Bauer, of the University of Washington Library, simply takes i t for 
granted that "the l i b ra r i an needs only to provide the learned 
i 
publicat ions; the scholar Is expected to be able to do the r e s t . " 1 6 
Warner Rice, formerly l i b ra r i an of the University of Michigan, d i s -
parages the l i b r a r i a n ' s ab i l i t y to supply r e l i ab le abstracts and 
t rans la t ions , or to undertake c r i t i c a l judgments on the relevance 
and value of data. Even i f the l ibrary schools could turn out 
spec ia l i s t s of the required competence (something which he thinks 
they are not presently doing), he argues that the economy of the 
univers i ty research l ib ra ry can not be expected to make regular ly 
available for research assistance the services of many spec ia l i s t s .^" 
Perhaps the norm in univers i ty l ibrary reference work is 
best indicated by Talmadge's recent study of the pract ices and 
pol icies of the general reference departments of large univers i ty 
l i b r a r i e s concerning the preparation of bibl iographies. In general , 
the reference l ib rar ians replying to his questionnaire reported 
tha t the compilation of bibliographies for the personal use of 
faculty members and students, i f rendered at a l l , was an "extra" 
which ordinari ly could not and should not receive a very high 
»"»M'J»i»l«LL PHI III 
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priority in the allocation of the reference staff's time.18 Almost 
one-fourth of the librarians questioned did not believe that such 
service should be rendered to patrons of any eategory; nearly all 
19 imposed certain restrictions on their bibliographical service. 
Though no equivalent data are available for the policies of 
public libraries, it is highly probable, that a roughly similar 
policy of fairly limited service continues to prevail in these as 
well. An official statement of the Enoch Pratt Free Library of 
Baltimore avers, for instance, that the ideal of finding every 
answer, while sound in special libraries, is not tenable for public 
libraries. It suggests that reference assistants "should actually 
do the work" only when the reader is unable to do so for himself 
because of lack of education or intelligence, or because he is 
unable to come to the library in person. ^ 
The principal reason given for this limitation is traditional 
and practical: the number of inquiries is simply too large to per-
mit reference librarians time for more than the minimum of help. 
Indeed, when as at the Information Division of the New York Public 
Library, each reference assistant is expected to deal with fifty 
to sixty inquiries per hour, the necessity for restriction on scope 
21 of the service seems clear. 
This is not to say that the situation in the general research 
libraries has remained wholly static. Among the advances achieved 
in the last dozen years may be noted the trend toward a more careful 
and precise formulation of reference policy,22 and the introduction 
of principles of scientific management in the administration of 
reference work. ° 
The most promising advances in reference service in the uni-
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versity libraries have taken place outside the general reference 
departments. The tendency of certain departmental, collegiate, and 
institute libraries to assume the pattern of service characteristic 
of special libraries has grown much more common. The trend has been 
fostered no l i t t l e by the fact that in many cases these libraries 
have not been dependent on the regular (and limited) university 
funds. Since 1941 government, industry, and foundations have con-
tributed large sums for long-term, semi-autonomous research projects. 
Supported by foundation grants, a dozen industrial relations librar-
ies have appeared on university campuses, all patterned after the 
Princeton Industrial Section, and giving the same kind of extensive 
service in close collaboration with the faculty members.24 In the 
Johns Hopkins University Applied Physics Laboratory, which operates 
under a contract with the United States Navy Bureau of Ordnance, the 
librarian maintains a regular reporting service on current li tera-
ture for the benefit of the laboratory staff.25 For the Engineering 
Experiment Station of the Georgia Institute of Technology, a 
Technical Information Division prepared literature surveys, advised 
on patent procedures, assisted in quality control of technical 
publications, and edited papers for publication.26 
The trend toward the establishment of special library-like 
units within the framework, if on the periphery, of the general r e -
search library, has gone furthest at the Library of Congress, where 
a number of sub-divisions of the Reference Department, operating 
under defense research contracts, provide a broad range of reference 
services to a limited clientele. Many of these units operate under 
security restrictions which prevent the full publication of their 
activities, but the Office of Naval Research Project, as .described 
by Luther Evans, may be"taken as typical of the usual scope of opera-
tions. This unit, supported by special funds from the Office of 
Naval Research, abstracted and published for limited circulation the 
reports of work in progress submitted by naval research contractors, 
provided a staff of science specialists to answer specific inquiries 
received from Navy offices, and was to try to work out a high-speed 
bibliographic service to keep research workers informed about the 
latest developments in their field.27 The latest Report of the 
Librarian of Congress (1951-19 52) lists the following units which 
may be considered as being really special libraries operating within 
the framework of the general research library: Air Information 
Division, Air Research Division, Census Library Project, Technical 
Information Division, Legislative Reference Service, SIPRE Biblio-
graphic Project, and Civil Defense Information Service. 
The fact that governmental agencies have chosen to contract 
for such services with general libraries such as the Library of 
Congress rather than establish their own special libraries is 
particularly interesting, since it gives rise to the supposition 
that these agencies consider the special library operating within 
the framework of a large general library to be the most effective 
way of meeting the informational needs of the research worker. 
If this supposition is true, the explanation would seem to 
lie in the currently strong trend toward inter-disciplinary research 
(q.v.), which, must draw on a wide range of resources and staff 
skills for most effective library service. The 1947 survey of the 
use of the reference department of the Detroit Public Library has 
lent substance to this belief. It showed that the very firms large 
enough to maintain their own special libraries were those that made 
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the heaviest demands upon the public library, because their activ-
ities impinged on so many fields that their own highly specialized 
28 
collections and staff did not suffice to their purpose. 
These findings led the Detroit Public Library to plan the 
establishment of a new department called the Industrial Research 
Service, designed to supply subscribers, (i.e. indusbrial corpora-
tions) with a comprehensive information service which would include: 
digests and reports; translations; publication of an "information 
journal" describing pertinent acquisitions; a regular abstracts 
bulletin for certain specified subjects; a record of printed mate-
rials in the area; and a directory of individuals and organizations 
29 
in a position to supply special information. 
The ambitious Detroit plan has not yet been carried out, but 
a very similar program of research service has been actually under-
way at the John Crerar Library since 1948. The organizational plan 
here has been to establish a new department--the Research Informa-
tion Service—parallel with the existing departments of Technology, 
Business and Medicine but v/orking in close coordination with these.3-' 
The range of service rendered by the Research Information Service 
follows the familiar special library pattern: literature searches, 
continuing reports and abstracts on current scientific literature, 
translations, and detailed reports on "the state of the art" in a 
given field.3 3 The financial arrangement adopted is to provide these 
services to any company or individual requesting them on a metered 
basis, the charges taking into account both the staff time consumed 
and a percentage for general overhead.33 
The fact that the research services, as projected for the 
Detroit Public Library and as actually in operation in the John 
, - - 1 , , . . » » • » ! , . , , — . , . — . . . _ . ^ . i l l • • • i n i i I . m i M i i L . i i a i . i M j I H I ,_,, II i | « | i HI I . I • • , ! ! . . • 
254 
Crerar Library, call for the payment of fees by their clients may 
seem to place these ventures in the same category as the long-estab-
lished practice in many public libraries of arranging to have "extra1 
34 
service, such as translations, furnished at a fee. However, the 
latter practice was only loosely identified with the public library, 
the library's part being often confined to suggesting appropriate 
persons able to perform the task. Such service was quite unadver-
tised and was often offered with a specific disclaimer of the 
library's responsibility for the performance of the service. The 
Detroit and John Crerar Library plans are well publicized, full-
scale ventures, definitely a part of the libraries' operations. 
The implication of these plans clearly is that extensive service of 
a special library character is now regarded as a perfectly proper 
service responsibility of the public library, in other words that 
the public library can and should make arrangements to play a more 
dynamic role in the activities of industrial research. They suggest 
that only the present limitations on income prevent the provision 
of such extensive assistance as a regular, freely available part of 
the public library's services to its community. 
These considerations, when seen in conjunction with the trend 
for departmental libraries in universities to offer service of a 
special library character, reinforce the belief that there is really 
no essential cleavage between the reference service of general 
libraries and the presently more highly developed "information 
service" of special libraries. 
The contrary, it is true, has been maintained. The fact that 
special libraries are often in the charge of personnel without 
formal library training, together with the lingering influence of 
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the old s tereotype of the l i b r a r i a n as "custodian of books," has led 
some observers to claim tha t "documentalists" and "information 
o f f i ce r s" i n spec ia l l i b r a r i e s c o n s t i t u t e a profess ion separa te from 
l i b r a r i a n s h i p . For example, a t a recent i n t e r n a t i o n a l conference on 
"documentation," Lorphevre drew what purpor ts to be the e s s e n t i a l 
d i s t i n c t i o n between l i b r a r i a n s and "documentalists" in the following 
statement: "A l a difference du b i b l i o t h e c a i r e qui conserve des 
l l v r e s et des per iodiques , l e documentaliste a sur tout pour mission 
de reun i r des documents—dans l e sense plus large du mot—de 
dif fuser c e t t e documentation au moyen de b u l l e t i n s ana ly t iques , 
d 'apercus ge'neraux des progres d'une technique determinee e t de 
prevenir les des idera ta en publ iant des r e v u e s . " 3 5 
However, when "documentalists" such as LorphNevre dismiss 
l i b r a r i a n s h i p as being the business of "preserving books and per iod-
i c a l s , " they are only beat ing a horse already dead at the hands of 
Green and Dewey. The "documentalists" are undoubtedly j u s t i f i ed i n 
claiming to give unusual emphasis to such services as l i t e r a t u r e 
r epor t ing , but to t r e a t of these as new functions qu i te outside the 
scope of general l i b r a r i e s i s to misread the whole h i s t o r y of l ib rar -
i ansh ip . An important object ive.of the present study has been, in 
f a c t , to show tha t such services have developed as the gradual and 
l og i ca l extension of the program of personal ass i s tance long e s t ab -
l ished as a regular pa r t of the functions of American research 
l i b r a r i e s . 
In the l i g h t of t h i s h i s t o r i c a l trend for the ampl i f ica t ion 
of reference se rv ices , i t i s d i f f i c u l t to escape the convict ion t h a t 
the fu ture i s l i k e l y to see an expansion i n scope of reference work 
in general research l i b r a r i e s along the l ines already followed i n 
KB 
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special libraries. In the final analysis, the development of refer-
ence service depends ultimately, not only on the demonstrable 
efficacy of certain techniques or forms of organization, but also on 
the whole philosophy of library service dominating the choice of 
administrative measures. In this sense, the most compelling reason 
supporting the likelihood of an expanded reference service stems 
from the fact that such a development fits in with the v/hole 
tradition and character of American library practice. 
Certainly in theory a plausible case might be made for the 
reduction of service to the level usual in European research librar-
ies.36 But almost every aspect of the operation of American research 
libraries—the admirable physical accomodations, the close and care-
ful classification, the detailed cataloging, the speedy loan service, 
the multiplication of printed bibliographies—reflects the influence 
of a dominant and long-established regard for the reader's conven-
ience and interests, a concern which goes far beyond the mere supply 
of materials. Out of this same concern, reference service has 
already become a well-intrenched and steadily growing function in 
American research library operation. The whole tradition of 
American librarianship—compounded out of librarians' ideals of 
service, the steadily rising level of competence in the profession, 
and the demands of the research workers' themselves—points to a 
development making the reference librarian the junior partner in 
research. 
L j, 
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Samuel Rothstein was born on January 12, 1921, in Moscow, 
Russia. He was brought to Vancouver, Canada, by his parents in 
I 1922. After graduating from King Edward High School In Vancouver In 
1955, he entered the University of British Columbia at Vancouver and 
received the degree of Bachelor of Arts, with first class honors In 
French and English, in 1939. He received the degree of Master of 
Arts, in French and English, from the same institution in 1940. 
From January, 1941, to August, 1942, he was a graduate student in 
i 
'Romance Languages at the University of California (Berkeley), and 
j from September, 1942, until August, 1943, he was a teaching fellow 
t 
I 
and graduate student i n French at the Univers i ty of Washington 
( S e a t t l e ) . He en l i s ted in the Canadian Army in August, 1943, and 
served In Canada and Western Europe u n t i l honorably discharged in 
May, 1946. In 1946-47 he was a student in the Universi ty of 
Cal ifornia School of Librar ianship , receiving the degree of Bachelor 
of Library Science i n June, 1947. During t h i s period he was a lso a 
senior l i b r a r y a s s i s t a n t (par t - t ime) in the Universi ty of Cal i fornia 
Library. In 1947-48 he served as a junior reference l i b r a r i a n in 
the Universi ty of B r i t i s h Columbia Library, and from 1948 to 1951 he 
was head of the Acquisi t ions Department i n ,the same l i b r a r y . Having 
.received a g ran t - in -a id from the Carnegie Corporation of New York, 
I he enrolled in the doctoral program of the Universi ty of I l l i n o i s 
s Library School in September, 1951, and has been a graduate student 
| there u n t i l the present t ime. 
j In January, 1953, h is paper on the genesis of reference 
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service in American libraries, entitled "The Development of the 
Concept'of Reference Service in American Libraries, 1850-1900," was 
published in the Library Quarterly. 
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